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S ince early 2020, the global news 
cycle has been decidedly negative. 
A worldwide pandemic, systemic 

social injustices, mass unemployment, 
and struggling small businesses are 
the topics that dominate our daily 
newsfeeds. One of the casualties of all 
this bad news—and the prevalence of 
disinformation—has been the public’s 
trust in people and businesses.

Research from Proof Strategies, a 
public affairs and communications 
firm, suggests that trust levels, across 
the board, have declined steadily 
over the past five years. In May 2020, 
three months after the threat of the 
pandemic became a reality, Canadians 
demonstrated an overall trust score of 
38 percent toward institutions such as 
charities, media, small and medium 
businesses, governments, and large 
corporations—a 7 percent drop from 2016.

The good news is that Canadian 
leaders can fix this gap and increase the 
trust that is essential to building resilient 
communities and organizations.

What is the Status of Trust in Canada?
Canada’s institutions and public figures 
have considerable work to do when 
it comes to establishing and main-
taining trust. Although 67 percent of 
Canadians believe most of the people 
they interact with are honest and 
trustworthy, faith in business institu-
tions is strikingly low, according to the 
2021 Proof Strategies CanTrust Index. 
The report found that just 27 percent 
of people said they felt they could trust 
corporations, while 28 percent said the 
same of management. Boards of direc-
tors rated just 26 percent, and business 
executives a mere 24 percent.

Worker confidence has been similarly 
hard hit in the past year. In that same 
report, employees gave their employers a 
near-failing grade of D for their capacity 
to build trust. Front line service workers, 
who have been exposed to greater health 
and safety risks during the pandemic, 
gave employers an even lower grade of 
D-minus. Both grades have fallen from a 
C-minus just one year ago.

Building Trust Builds 
Resilient Organizations 
Canadians are warier than ever before.  
To navigate uncertainty, leaders need  
to make earning and maintaining 
trust a top priority
BY LE AH G O LO B

Why Trust Matters
Kathleen McGinn, director of Trustlab, 
a research and consultancy firm created 
by Proof Strategies, defines trust as 
“the willingness to be vulnerable to 
the actions of others based on positive 
expectations of their intentions 
or behaviour.” It is the key to well-
functioning societies and economies.

For instance, companies can struggle 
to evolve and innovate without the trust 
of their employees. “Trust creates hope, 
energy, and positivity,” McGinn says. 
“Distrust creates anxiety, vigilance, and 
self-protection behaviour.” And with 
the pace of change organizations are 
currently facing, failure to innovate 
makes them more likely to lag behind 
the competition or, worse, wither and 
disappear—especially as technology 
makes it easier for competitors to vie for 
consumers’ attention.

Companies benefit most when they 
create a trusting environment that elicits 
“prosocial behaviour,” she adds, which 
fosters positive group dynamics that lead 
to cooperation, collaboration, creativity, 
and problem solving.

Trust also fosters high engagement, 
which reflects the well-being and 
satisfaction of a workforce. Engaged 
employees create resiliency to help 
businesses weather uncertainty, McGinn 
says. In the absence of trust, it’s harder to 
get people to rally around the same vision.

What Leaders Can Do Today to Build 
and Protect Trust
Boards of directors, CEOs, and senior 
management need to adopt a long-term 
vision for their businesses. “A very 
simple short-term view is to enhance 
share price, raise more money, or create 
more profit,” says Rahul K. Bhardwaj, 

FIVE ACTIONS THAT PRESERVE TRUST 

Leaders who put the following principles from Proof 
Strategies into practice can help their institutions 
emerge from the COVID-19 pandemic with continued 
trust from customers and employees, ensuring a  
renewed sense of engagement and well-being.

1

BE INCLUSIVE
Regularly consult with your 
employees and ensure they 

have a voice during the 
disruption—particularly over 

decisions that affect them. 

2

PRIORITIZE PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY
Identify or create safe places where 

employees can work through emotions  
raised by disruption and change, and help 

leaders and staff members develop  
coping skills.
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president and CEO of the Institute 
of Corporate Directors. Embracing a 
long-term view means connecting trust 
to the organization’s sense of purpose, 
such as a collective commitment to 
a company’s founding principles or 
serving a need in the community. When 
a deep sense of purpose permeates 
organizational culture, it brings out the 
best in everyone, Bhardwaj says.

Leaders should also consider whether 
they are rewarding the right types of 
behaviour, he adds. For example, if a 
company is truly committed to diversity, 
equity, and inclusion, they need to 
actively communicate that internally 
and externally. Transparency and 
follow-through are keys to earning and 
protecting trust among consumers, 
employees, investors, and society at 

large, and they complement values-based 
leadership. “Saying what you do and 
doing what you say are the fundamental 
building blocks of trust over time,” 
McGinn says. People are inclined to trust 
whoever is looking out for their best 
interests, and customers are more likely 
to stick with companies that they feel 
reflect their values.

Who Do Canadians Trust?
Leaders seeking positive examples of 
trust building can look to the health 
professionals unexpectedly thrust into 
the spotlight during the pandemic. 
By January 2021, medical doctors 
and scientists (at 81 and 77 percent, 
respectively) had become the most 
trusted figures by far for reliable 
information in Canada—higher even 
than friends and family, at 64 percent 
—according to the 2021 CanTrust Index. 
On the opposite end of the spectrum 
were politicians, who, as a group, are 
trusted by only 18 percent of Canadians.

“People responded well to health 
professionals because they were credible, 
reliable, and offered timely information 
as the pandemic was unfolding,” McGinn 
says. “Doctors and scientists were very 
honest about what they didn’t know and, 
on some occasions, acknowledged the 
difficulty people were going through. 
That empathy makes us feel seen.”

Honest, open communication was 
pivotal in encouraging Canadians 
to change their behaviours to curb 
the spread of COVID-19, while also 
providing a sense of reassurance 
and support. By following in health 
professionals’ footsteps, leaders 
can similarly bolster employee and 
consumer confidence and make  
changes that benefit everyone.  

ON A SCALE OF ONE TO SEVEN, PLEASE INDICATE HOW MUCH YOU 
ARE WILLING TO TRUST EACH OF THE FOLLOWING CATEGORIES OF 

PEOPLE FOR RELIABLE INFORMATION.

ACTIONS THAT MAKE A COMPANY OR BRAND MORE TRUSTWORTHY

CANADA’S MOST-TRUSTED
To calculate its 2021 CanTrust Index, Proof Strategies asked Canadians which 

people—from friends and family to public figures—earned their confidence.  
Below are the percentages of people who ranked each category a seven, six,  

or five on the seven-point scale.

5

SAFEGUARD VALUES/PURPOSE
Evidence shows that managers who see their 
role during disruptions as guardians of the 

organization’s purpose and core values are more 
likely to preserve trust than managers who perceive 

their role as “change agents” in the organization.

3

COMMUNICATE CONTINUITY
Build bridges between past, 

present, and future visions of your 
organization. Connect any change 

agenda to the company’s core  
values and purpose.

4

DEVELOP TRUST LITERACY
It ’s easier to preserve trust during difficult times if you 
understand how it was built and maintained in the first 
place. Create a common language and understanding of 
trust within your organization, and then develop specific 

skills that enable you to build on these foundations.

81%

77%

64%

63%

49%

24%
18%

  Medical doctors

  Scientists

  Friends and family

  Educators

  Journalists

  Business executives

  Politicians

Focusing on employee safety and wellness67%

Having values close to my own67%

Having a leader who communicates63%

Investing in my local community61%

Being Canadian-owned and -operated60%

Advocating for positive social change58%
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F ive years ago, Carolina Quintana-
Kohut left her job as an executive 
assistant for a large coffee com-

pany to stay home with her newborn. 
The now 37-year-old Calgarian had 
planned to put Dante in preschool 
in 2020 and look for work again—but 
then, the pandemic hit. “It threw all 
that out the window for me,” she says. 

At the same time, Quintana-Kohut 
and her husband were desperate to 
keep his mother, who has health chal-
lenges, from having to move into 
a long-term care home. As a result, 
the couple decided Carolina would 
delay her dream of returning to work  
so she could care for both Dante and  
his grandmother. 

Like many women in mixed-sex 
relationships, Quintana-Kohut’s sal-
ary was significantly lower than her 

husband’s, though they have a similar 
education. If and when she returns to 
the workforce, she will likely experi-
ence the “motherhood penalty,” the 
reduction in wages women come up 
against after having children. This 
wage gap will likely be compounded 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, given 
that women’s economic recovery will 
depend on factors like availability of 
affordable childcare. As a person of 
colour, she faces more pay discrepancy 
and career-building challenges. Post-
pandemic, Quintana-Kohut fears “the 
climb will be even harder” to go back 
to work.

By the beginning of 2020, Alberta’s 
economy was still recovering from 
the 2014 recession, which saw unem-
ployment peak, tax revenues tank, 
and oil-related sectors struggle. Then 

Returning to Normal 
Won’t Fix Alberta’s 
She-cession 
How can the province rebuild post-pandemic? The 
answer lies in supporting the economic participation 
of women and gender-diverse people BY B R IAN NA S HAR PE

the COVID-19 pandemic crippled the 
economy. By July 2020, the unemploy-
ment rate had almost doubled from the 
2014 recession’s worst, reaching more 
than 15 percent. In particular, parents, 
women, and gender-diverse people 
have been hit the hardest. It’s primar-
ily these groups who are losing work 
in sectors such as childcare, retail and 
hospitality; working reduced hours; 
and staying home to be caregivers, 
like Quintana-Kohut. As governments 
contemplate how economies will 
recover, experts are urging that they 
support these groups. “A meaning-
ful economic recovery must include  
women and gender-diverse people,”  
says Sue Tomney, CEO of YW Calgary,  
the city’s largest and longest-serving  
women’s organization.

While late 2020 data from the 
Business Council of Alberta shows that 
pandemic-related jobs recovery was 
at gender parity in the province, that 
data tell only part of the story. As of 
December, women’s labour participa-
tion in Alberta was at its lowest since 
1992. Labour force numbers do not 
capture unpaid work like Quintana-
Kohut’s or predict how women will fare 
in future shut-downs. There is also no 
way to predict the wage penalty par-
ents might accrue by spending extra 
time at home and with their children. IL
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Another important consideration is 
how women were managing before the 
pandemic. If provinces truly want to 
“build back better,” YW Calgary and 
other advocates say, governments must 
reckon with the public health crisis while 
also keeping an eye on the inequalities 
the pandemic has brought to light. This 
is particularly true for Alberta. 

Pre-pandemic, women in Alberta 
were making sixty-eight cents for every 
dollar men earned, represented almost 
two-thirds of the province’s minimum 
wage earners, and were more likely to 
work part-time despite being among the 
country’s most educated. Alberta has 
the highest rate of stay-at-home moth-
ers  and increasingly inaccessible early 
childcare options. The male-dominated 
oil and gas industry provided 6 percent 
of Alberta’s jobs in 2018, but only 21 per-
cent of those were held by women.

Data on LGBTQ , Two Spirit, and 
racialized Albertans are lacking, as is 
information on how these groups are 
faring during the pandemic. However, 
advocacy organization Egale Canada 
reported in early 2020 that sexual and 
gender minorities across the country—
who are more likely than average to be 
BIPOC—were experiencing the largest 
gaps in pay equity and housing access. 
Almost half of trans individuals earn 
less than $15,000 a year. The picture is 
also dire for racialized women. What 
we do know is that racialized women 
in Alberta’s biggest cities earn almost 
half as much as their non-racialized 
male counterparts.

When COVID-19 hit, inequities mul-
tiplied. By April 2020, Canadian wom-
en’s participation in the workforce had 
plummeted from record highs to the 
lowest level in thirty years. Alberta’s 
was the lowest in forty years. Early in 
the pandemic, women accounted for 
almost two-thirds of the jobs negatively 
impacted by lockdowns, and racialized 
women were overrepresented. 

Most Canadians are simply longing for 
life to return to normal—but the truth is 
that pre-pandemic “normal” came with 
systemic inequities. That’s why commu-
nity leaders like Lee Stevens of Vibrant 

Communities Calgary (VCC) are asking 
that we not simply return to the pre-pan-
demic economy. “Normal is why we’re in 
this mess,” she says. Supports like CERB 
and tax relief frameworks are “just stick-
ing band aids on this leaky pipe. We 
need to replace the whole pipe.” 

This metaphor resonates for a prov-
ince wrestling with an economy that’s 
historically dependent on the oil and gas 
industry. Tomney, for instance, would 
like to see the community  “change the 
narrative that only certain kinds of jobs 
are valued in our province.” Meaningful 
inclusion of women and minorities, she 
says, can help Alberta tell a different 
story post pandemic.

While flattening the COVID-19 curve 
and vaccinating the population are cer-
tainly priorities for recovery, Tomney 
emphasizes that plans for improve-
ment and growth must address barriers 
to women’s and gender-diverse people’s 
participation in the workforce in order 
to truly build a stronger post-pandemic 
economy. To this end, the YWCAs 
of Alberta—Calgary, Edmonton, Banff, 
and Lethbridge—published a report 
detailing their own recommendations 
for economic recovery.  

Women are a significant driver of 
economic growth. Tomney points out 
that paying them equitably would add 
$1.2 billion to Alberta’s economy. In 
order to reap the benefits of pay equity, 
however, women who are parents must 
first be able to afford and access the 
high-quality childcare necessary to 
work. Childcare and early childhood 

education are not only key to a strong 
economy, the report states, but also 
allow children to flourish. 

Attraction and retention of women in 
careers such as STEM is also critical to 
strong economic growth. Tomney notes 
that one-third of Alberta’s tech entre-
preneurs are women, which is double 
the national average. From renewable 
energy to agriculture, women and 
gender-diverse people are still not ade-
quately represented in Alberta’s STEM 
careers, and the report recommends a 
provincial strategy to change that. 

To create a more equitable future, Lee 
Stevens says that a guaranteed basic 
income and affordable childcare should 
be top priorities. But an economic 
recovery that includes all Albertans 
also depends on granular, everyday 
policies. Social procurement, she says, is 
one way to ensure businesses put their 
money towards inclusive equitable 
partnerships and investments. Tomney 
wants businesses to set diversity targets 
and make gender equity a topic at 
their team meetings. One reason is 
that it makes good financial sense: she 
stresses that, according to a 2018 report 
by McKinsey & Company, companies 
in the top quartile for gender-diverse 
executive teams are 21 percent more 
likely to outperform on profitability—
and teams that are ethnically and 
culturally diverse perform even better. 

Adopting more equitable policies is 
key to helping Canadian women and 
gender-diverse people re-enter the 
workforce post-pandemic. Quintana-
Kohut, for example, says looking after 
her son and her mother-in law is import-
ant for her, but she’s exhausted by how 
gendered and underappreciated care 
work is. “I feel like I’m on the fringes, 
like I’m not participating in society in 
a way that is valued,” she says. “I want 
to be able to participate in the economy 
and keep developing, using my skills to 
have some sort of impact.” 
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The Walrus Talks at Home is a digital 
series that sparks conversations on the 
most important issues of our time. 

Don’t miss your chance to be involved  
in this vibrant virtual community.

Sign up for our  
newsletter for event 
announcements.

Scan here or go to  
thewalrus.ca/events

The Walrus Talks  
is coming to you.
Join The Walrus community from the comfort  
of your home this spring to discover and discuss 
diverse perspectives on issues that matter. 



transparent and thorough processes  
for correcting them.

As soon as we receive a request for 
a correction at The Walrus, it’s for-
warded to our research department, 
which reviews the details against our 
fact-checking files. If we determine that 
a correction is warranted, the informa-
tion is updated online, with an explan-
ation appended to the story, and in our 
next print issue. (You’ll see one such cor-
rection in this issue’s Letters page.) If a 
reader or source isn’t satisfied, we in-
vite them to write a letter to the editor.

These days, the stakes for journalis-
tic accuracy are probably higher than 
they’ve ever been. Oxford Languages 
named post-truth its word of the year in 
2016, encapsulating the Pandora’s box of 
objectively fake news proliferating in a 
declining media climate with diminishing 
resources, not to mention a time when an 
increasing number of people are dedicat-
ed to challenging one another’s realities. 
In the years since, fact-checking has be-
come a buzzword — even if none of us are 
in exact agreement about what it means. 
In this issue, Viviane Fairbank, a former 
head of research at The Walrus, chron-
icles the evolution of fact-checking from 
a somewhat arcane editorial practice into 
headline news, including the emergence 

of dedicated operations like 
the Poynter Institute’s Inter-
national Fact-Checking Net-
work. There may be fewer 

“fake news” accusations in the 
air since Twitter suspended 
Donald Trump’s account, in 
January, shortly before he 
left the White House, but the 
atmosphere remains perma-
nently changed. As Fairbank 
writes in “After the Facts,” the 
post-truth era has forced us to 
reconsider what the truth is —  

including who has the authority to de-
termine that.

My own philosophy of accuracy has 
changed with time. As an editor, I don’t 
mind the discovery of errors (within rea-
son) because their exposure adds to our 
body of knowledge. More significantly, 
the conversation many newsrooms are 
having now about trust and authority may 
be the most important one in the history 
of journalism. The fallibility of media 
and the subjectivity of its institutions 
were always with us; the difference is that, 
now, we’ve all begun to acknowledge 
that vulnerability more openly. Maybe 
it’s not possible to know everything, but 
for the time being, the willingness to 
admit what we don’t know and to hold 
ourselves accountable are the media’s  
biggest strengths.

At The Walrus, the strongest de-
fence against errors has long been fact-
checking, which includes identifying 
what details need to be checked, then not 
just confirming them but looking at the 
overall context and querying how they 
could be wrong. If you’re interested in 
trying your hand at what that job looks 
like, the first paragraph of this essay con-
tains at least eighteen facts. Can you 
identify all of them? Å

 — Jessica Johnson

I n a 2016 cover story 
I wrote for The Walrus, 
Nespresso was falsely 
identified as an Italian 

coffee brand. The error stood 
until 2019, when a reader 
pointed out that Nespresso is, 
of course, a Swiss company. 
In the context of the story, it 
was a relatively minor detail, 
tangential to the article’s pri-
mary theme of Canadian mar-
keting. I believe the fact stood 
unchallenged for so long be-
cause, in many people’s minds, appar-
ently including mine, the spiritual home 
of espresso is Italy. But the correction 
haunts me.

Most journalistic corrections reveal 
embarrassments of the relatively in
consequential variety. Bigger mistakes 
pose a more severe threat to the outlets 
that publish them, ranging from dimin-
ished credibility to lawsuits. In recent 
months, two of the industry’s most re-
spected publications have been forced 
to qualify entire projects of original 
reporting. The New Yorker returned a 
National Magazine Award for a story 
on Japanese “rent-a-families” in which 
some sources turned out to have mis-
identified themselves, while the New 
York Times issued substantial corrections 
to Caliphate, its documentary podcast 
about ISIS, upon the discovery that the 
claims of its primary subject had been 
inadequately vetted. But it would be a 
mistake to see the revelation of an error  
as a sign of overall unreliability. The 
Toronto Star, Canada’s biggest news-
paper in terms of circulation, ran around 
9,000 corrections in the decade end-
ing in 2019. Maybe we shouldn’t view 
the most trusted publications as the 
ones that make the fewest errors —  
but rather as the ones with the most 

Editor’s Letter
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Kelly Toughill 
“How Immigration Really Works,” p. 26

“I think Canada unfairly advertises the 
ease with which one can immigrate. 
I’ve known of many international stu-
dents who wanted to stay here after 
graduating but struggled to navigate 
the immigration system. Often, the 

issue is not that the door is closed but that nobody knows 
where the door is. While reporting this story, I came to appre-
ciate how Canada’s immigration system is an amazing laby-
rinth of constantly changing policy.”

Kelly Toughill is an associate professor of journalism at the 
University of King’s College whose work focuses on Canadian 
immigration and the economics of journalism.

Anubha momin
“At Home with Frank Lloyd Wright,”  

p. 56

“People in my generation seem to 
understand that you need to talk 
about your problems or you’ll never 
get through them. But, for my mum 
and women of her generation, that  
is a more distant concept. She initially 

felt that this essay, about how touring Frank Lloyd Wright 
houses helped me reflect on our relationship, was too invasive, 
like I was airing our family’s dirty laundry. I thought about not 
writing it at all — but I did, and she came around, and I think 
it brought us closer in the end.”

Anubha Momin is a writer whose work has been published by Vice, 
the cbc, and Chatelaine.

Contributors’ 
Notes

justin ling
“The Mole Hunt,” p. 34

“What surprised me, and what al-
ways surprises me in crime stories, 
is the degree to which major break-
throughs come from good old-
fashioned detective work. Criminals 

are always going to be one step ahead of governments in 
terms of technology. It’s not just the fancy bells and whistles, 
the new laws, or the new investigative powers that outsmart 
them; it’s chasing them on the ground and shoe-leather  
investigating.”

Justin Ling is a Montreal-based freelance journalist and the author 
of the book Missing from the Village, which was published last 
September.  

elena viltovskaia
Illustrations for Contributors’ Notes, 
p. 14

“Since I started doing portraits, my 
perception of beauty has changed. 
I worked in fashion and beauty illus-
tration for so long that I find the air-
brushed, perfect beauty of models 

almost forgettable. Now, I romanticize fly-aways and wrin-
kles and scars — the things that humanize us, that make us 
unique and interesting. Everyone has beauty, and I can always 
find something beautiful in a person’s face to focus on with-
out having to flatter.”

Elena Viltovskaia is an illustrator and art director based in Toronto. 
Her work has also appeared in Elle Canada and the Globe and 
Mail. She has produced 136 portraits of contributors to The Walrus 
since 2018.

ken babstock
“I Fought the cra, and I Won,”  

p. 23

“Spending months going back and 
forth with the Canada Revenue 
Agency, arguing why I, as an artist, 
was eligible for CERB payments, felt 

like being stuck in a circle of hell where you’re told that the sky 
is red and two plus two is five. When someone finally under-
stood my case, I almost started crying on the phone — not just 
because I had won, but because I was being told that the sky 
is blue after all.”

Ken Babstock is the author of six books of poetry, including 
Swivelmount, which was published last October.
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and be remembered by — dead friends and rela-
tives. These meals, called re� geriums, were meant 
to celebrate departed souls. The boundaries be-
tween this world and the next were perceived as 
permeable. Only as centuries passed did the dis-
tance between the  living and the dead, earth and 
heaven, material and imaginary, grow further 
and further apart. 

David Tickner
Abbotsford, BC

I found Pearson’s article a wonderful, thought- 
provoking read. “Reality doesn’t play by our rules,” 
she writes, quoting anthropologist Jack Hunter. 
There are many cultures on earth that don’t ques-
tion or deny the feeling that there exist spiritual 
beings who are as real as we are. Some Inuit, for 
instance, place a handful of snow in the mouth 
of a killed seal to quench its thirst as it continues 
on its journey. Perhaps our need to understand 
the world is attached to our need to measure it — 
and maybe, rather than measure, we should take 
time to develop relationships with the other side.

Pete Smith
Toronto, ON

KEEPING IT REAL
Sejla Rizvic’s article on the social media genera-
tional divide (“Everybody Hates Millennials: Gen Z 
and the TikTok Generation Wars,” thewalrus.ca) 
notes that TikTok, the short-video- sharing app in 
vogue among Gen Z, has a refreshing frankness 
compared to other social media. But all platforms 
have an arc: there was a time when blogs, Twitter, 
 YouTube, and Instagram were all way more verité 
and o�  the cu�  than they are now. Sorry, Gen Z, but 
you didn’t invent being “real.” I think it’s a valid ob-

servation that TikTok is a more fun place to spend time than 
other  social media sites, but the better question to ask would be, 
How do we protect platforms from getting contrived?

Casey Johnston
New York, NY

TUSK, TUSK
In the March/April issue, a caption in the article “ Quitting 
America” misspelled Lash LaRue’s name. The Walrus  regrets 
the error.

“The time has come,” The Walrus said, “to talk of many things.” 
Send us a letter, email ( letters@thewalrus.ca), or tweet, or post 
on our Facebook page.  Comments may be published in any 
medium and  edited for length, clarity, and accuracy.

411 Richmond Street East, Suite B15 
Toronto, Ontario, Canada  M5A 3S5

AS FAR AS THE EYE CAN SEE
In her feature “Crossing the Line” 
(March/April), Hilary Beaumont dis-
cusses with admirable nuance the 
risks inherent in technologies such as 
iris- and facial-recognition software. 
We should all be paying attention. The 

progression of high-tech surveillance — from borders to 
big box stores, from refugees to employees, and from bor-
der agents to police o�  cers — is already well underway. 
Moreover, it is happening largely without transparency or 
 accountability. We have critical societal decisions to make to 
ensure that we do not allow these kinds of intrusive technol-
ogies to change our world into a place we’d rather not live in.

Brenda McPhail
Canadian Civil Liberties Association
Toronto, ON

In her investigation of unregulated surveillance technology at 
the southern US border, Beaumont quotes BI2 Technologies 
CEO Sean Mullin, who believes the intentions of state actors 
who biometrically monitor their citizens are not  “nefarious.” 
This sense is also implicit in the argument that  only law breakers 
need worry. But current governments will not be in power 
 forever, and whatever surveillance technolo gies we accept will 
be available in perpetuity, to all future  governments,  whatever 
their intentions.

Greg DePaco
New Westminster, BC

WORLDS APART
Reading Patricia Pearson’s essay on the history of grief hallu-
cinations (“Why Do We See Dead People?” January/February), 
I was reminded of a description by historian Peter Brown, in 
The Ransom of the Soul, of how members of the third- century 
Christian church would eat meals in  cemeteries to  remember — 

Le� ers
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ANNIVERSARY10TH

Thank you to everyone who attended YW Calgary’s 10th YWHISPER Gala on March 11th, 
presented in partnership with The Walrus. It was a virtually unmissable event!

Together, we inspired courageous conversation around the She-cession – COVID-19’s 
disproportionate burden on women and gender-diverse people. Thanks to the amazing 
generosity of sponsors and attendees, YW Calgary will continue investing in programs that 
help women build the skills and confidence necessary for a more equitable society.

We all have a role to play in shifting the She-cession – please join the conversation at:

ywcalgary.ca/ywhisper

Shifting the She-cession

Boyden • Deloitte • Hugessen Consulting • Pipella Law • Sprung • TD Bank Group 

THE WALRUS TALKERS - Sally Armstrong, Ann Hui, Sheila North, Armine Yalnizyan 

EVENT EMCEE - Dave Kelly - Host of Dave Kelly Live

Ann & Jane
McCaig

WITH SPECIAL THANKS TO YWHISPER GALA SPONSORS
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In a world of usb wall outlets and 
universal charging cables, it can be 
easy to forget that, not too long ago, 
we could often be found roaming 

our houses in search of fresh AA batter-
ies — disposable power sources for our 
non-rechargeable gadgets — sometimes 
giving up and stealing them from the TV 
remote. The single-use batteries many of 
us still use in said remotes, not to men-
tion alarm clocks, flashlights, and smoke 
detectors, work thanks to chem-
icals stored in the negative and 
positive ends of the battery (an 
anode and a cathode, respect
ively), which react with each 
other and create a flow of elec-
trical energy. Once those chem-
icals run out, you’re back on the 
hunt for a fresh power source.

Then, in 1991, the first com-
mercial lithium-ion batteries 
hit the market: in these, exter-
nal energy flows back into the 
battery’s chemical system and 
replenishes it, allowing for re-
peated use. This let environ-
mentally conscious consumers 
make the shift from disposable 
to rechargeable batteries and 
eventually paved the way for 
whole new categories of devices, 
like the laptops and phones that 
we recharge by plugging into a 
wall. The technology has so pro
foundly changed our lives that 
John B. Goodenough, M. Stanley 
Whittingham, and Akira Yoshino 
won the 2019 Nobel Prize in 
Chemistry for developing it. 
Lithium batteries are also big 
business: the global industry  
was valued at $36.7 billion (US) 
in 2019 and is predicted to bal-
loon to $129.3 billion by 2027.

The surge in both demand and produc-
tion made the 2010s the decade of the 
rechargeable battery, with a nearly 90 
percent decline in prices over that time. 
It was also the period when electric vehi-
cles (EVs) entered the mainstream — it’s 
projected that more than half of all new 
passenger cars will be electric by 2040. 
The environmental benefits are obvious: 
in Europe, an EV can produce anywhere 

from about 30 to 70 percent less emissions 
than a gasoline car and is the less pollut-
ing option almost everywhere in the world 
(this varies with the source of the electri-
city used for charging). EVs are cheaper to 
run and maintain than gasoline-powered 
vehicles, and because lower emissions  
equal better air quality, they are healthier.

However, lithium batteries do come 
at some environmental cost. Lithium is 
a non-renewable resource, a metal that 

needs to be extracted from salt flats or 
igneous rocks called pegmatites. That 
process requires a lot of energy and 
irreversibly damages landscapes and 
habitats while often depleting or con-
taminating local water sources. There’s 
also a serious waste problem. Though it’s 
possible to reuse their components, less 
than 5 percent of lithium-ion batteries 
get recycled: it’s cheaper to extract new 

lithium than to repurpose what’s already 
been mined. In Canada, efforts to reduce 
waste thus far have focused on extending 
battery life. This kicks the waste problem 
down the road to future garbage heaps; 
industry analysts predict approximately 
11 million tonnes of these batteries will 
reach the end of their life cycle by 2030.

In 2018, these facts were on the minds 
of residents in the Abitibi-Témiscamingue 
region of northwestern Quebec, where 

Australian mining company Say-
ona submitted a proposal for an 
open-pit lithium mine. With just 
147,897 inhabitants on its nearly 
60,000-square-kilometre ter-
ritory, the area is known for its 
wild spaces. Abitibiens took 
issue with the project — named 
Authier, after a local prospector —  
because of its planned location 
near a regional centre of bio-
diversity: the 8,000-year-old, 
170-kilometre Saint-Mathieu-
Berry esker. (An esker is a strati-
fied ridge of sand and gravel that 
is created when an ice sheet or 
glacier retreats, leaving sediment 
behind.) An important geological 
formation, the esker is home to 
hundreds of animal species, in-
cluding the wood turtle that is 
provincially designated as vul-
nerable; wolves, black bears, and 
moose frequent the banks, and 
rare Connecticut warblers fly 
overhead or make homes in sur-
rounding jack pines. The esker is 
the water source for Amos (popu-
lation 12,823), at the northeastern 
edge of the formation, winning 
the town awards for the best tap 
water in the world, and is the 
pristine supply for bottled-water 
company Eska.

Sayona’s plan called for extracting 
1,900 tonnes of lithium a day — just 100 
tonnes short of the 2,000-tonne daily 
extraction rate that would require the 
company to appear in front of Quebec’s 
environmental assessment agency. That 
assessment process would have ensured 
that local residents could learn about 
the project’s details and speak in public 
hearings. Guy Laliberté, ceo of Sayona 
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of Rechargeable  

Batteries
A proposed lithium mine in western  

Quebec raises questions about the  
damage green tech can cause
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Between 2014 and 2018, spending on 
lithium mining in Quebec increased by 
789 percent; the Quebec government is 
bullish about lithium’s economic promise 
as well as its potential to uphold the prov-
ince’s commitments to electrification. 
Premier François Legault’s caq party 
wants Quebec to be an EV leader at every 
link in the supply chain, from mine to 
finished battery, and the provincial gov-
ernment has formalized its commitment 

to EVs by vowing 
to ban the sale of 
gas-powered cars as 
of 2035. (This target 
is five years ahead of 
the zero-emissions-
vehicle goal set by 
British Columbia, the 
only other Canadian 
province with this of-

ficial objective.) The province already has 
the highest number of electric cars on the 
roads, and there’s no sign of that slow-
ing down: in its 2020/21 budget, Quebec 
allotted $1.4 billion to Roulez Vert, a 
program through which people buying 
new EVs can save up to $8,000, the most 
generous such rebate plan in Canada.

It’s not that the Comité is staunchly 
against this mine, but it takes issue with 
efforts, by both the company and the prov-
ince, to quickly push toward extraction 
packaged as a green initiative. Quebec 
is already deeply invested in lithium and 
is taking actions to further strengthen 
the industry, but this commitment could 
come at a steep social and environmental 
cost — and the government isn’t, the 
Comité believes, taking that seriously 
enough. “What bothers us beyond the 
mining industry and Sayona . . . is the 
Quebec government’s objectives, going 
into bulldozer mode and identifying this 
sector as something that needs to be de-
veloped quickly,” says local environmental 
lawyer Rodrigue Turgeon, who is heav-
ily involved with the Comité. “If we’re 
always cutting corners without assessing 
environmental, climate, and ecological 
gains, a lot of things could slip past us.”

T he abitibi-témiscamingue 
region and the mining industry 
are historically linked. Resources 

are why Europeans first came to this area, 
in the 1890s. Mines started extracting 
lead, zinc, and silver, followed by cop-
per and gold, along the Cadillac Fault, 
which snakes all the way into eastern On-
tario. During the Great Depression, the 
Quebec government provided incentives 
for city dwellers to move to rural areas 
like this region in order to colonize the 
land. Mining companies recruited immi-
grants during the Second World War to 
move to Abitibi from Montreal or directly 
from their home countries to do often-
dangerous manual labour; there were 
many major injuries and 292 deaths in 
the area’s mines between 1925 and 1950.

Quebec is responsible for one-fifth of 
Canada’s mining activity and produces 
the most diverse array of resources in 
the country, including fifteen metals and 
fourteen minerals, according to a 2018 
provincial report. The sector directly cre-
ates roughly 48,000 jobs and $9 billion 
in economic activity, about 2.5 percent 
of the province’s gdp. With seven active 
mines, Abitibi has the largest number of 
mining projects in Quebec; the industry 
accounts for nearly 20 percent of jobs in 
the region. 

Québec, told me that “investors chose this 
path to avoid delays, which isn’t necessar-
ily a sign that we wanted to hide informa-
tion. It was simply a business decision.”

Unable to find clear and accurate 
details about the mine or independ-
ent studies of its potential impact on 
the entire ecosystem, residents struck 
the Comité citoyen de protection de  
l’esker. One of the Comité’s early actions 
was to ask then environment minister 
MarieChantal Chassé to require a pub-
lic hearing regardless of Sayona’s pro-
posed extraction rate, which Chassé did 
not do. The Comité then obtained docu-
ments about the mine through an Access 
to Information request and determined 
that Sayona’s proposed extraction rate 
would actually amount to 2,100 tonnes 
a day by the time the mine was fully de-
veloped — enough to have forced an en-
vironmental assessment hearing in the 
first place. The minister of economy and 
innovation, Pierre Fitzgibbon, nonethe-
less claimed that his Coalition Avenir 
Québec (caq) government would try to 
greenlight the Authier project without 
a hearing, an announcement that was 
contested by the three opposition par-
ties and met with a 30,000-signature 
petition. (Neither Chassé nor Fitzgibbon 
replied to requests for comment.) The 
Comité then took more formal action, 
sending a demand letter to the new min-
ister of the environment, Benoit Charette. 
A hearing is now slated to take place later  
this year.

After the hearing was announced, Say-
ona upped its proposed daily extraction 
rate to 2,600 tonnes. Combined with on-
going uncertainty about the precise loca-
tion of the mine and the sense that the 
company’s plans may continue to shift 
or develop, this generated further con-
cern within the Comité. Sayona’s updated 
feasibility study for the Authier project, 
submitted to the provincial government 
at the end of 2019, suggests that the com-
pany may “increase the size of the Min-
eral Resource by testing extensions of 
known mineralization along strike at 
both the main Authier pegmatite and 
Authier North pegmatite” — technical 
jargon for expanding the mining activ-
ity beyond the existing proposal.
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Fitzgibbon places electrification and 
the processes that enable it at the heart 
of the province’s environmental future, 
championing plans to turn Quebec into 
a battery-producing market by investing 
up to $3.6 billion in the industry over five 
years, starting this year. Last August, the 
caq reinvested $300 million in Nemaska 
Lithium, a company plagued with finan-
cial issues that filed for creditor protec-
tion in 2019. Nemaska is trying to open 

a mine in Whabouchi, Quebec, in the 
James Bay region, where its estimated 
36.7 million tonnes of reserves would 
make it the seventh largest lithium-
extraction project in the world. And, be-
fore Sayona showed up, North American 
Lithium (nal) operated a mine in La 
Corne, a town sixty-four kilometres from 
the proposed Authier site; nal has since 
filed for bankruptcy, and Sayona is bid-
ding to purchase the site. With a third 
exploration site nearby — the Tansim pro-
ject, eighty-two kilometres southwest of 
Authier — the company is hoping to turn 
the area into a major lithium hub.

Laliberté emphasizes that Quebec’s 
lithium industry is greener than those 
of other producing countries, which he 

says is due to two factors: lithium here 
is found primarily in pegmatites, which 
are easier to extract from than salt flats, 
and the endeavour would be powered by 
hydroelectricity. By contrast, Australia 
uses coal as its primary power source, so 
mining there creates far greater emis-
sions, while Chile’s vast lithium deposits 
are in the brine of hard-to-extract salt 
flats, and production there has deplet-
ed water supplies. Though Quebec’s 

projects may not seem so damaging in 
comparison, before going bankrupt, the 
nal mine was responsible for over eighty 
environmental accidents between 2013 
and 2018, leaking hundreds of thousands 
of litres of lithium sulfate, hydraulic oil, 
process water, lime, diesel, motor oil, 
and other toxic products into surround-
ing groundwater.

It is that history, in addition to ques-
tions of transparency, that concerns the 
Comité, which continues to advocate 
for a balance between economic de-
velopment and environmental protec-
tion. Companies, Turgeon says, “need 
to realize the resource-rich regions in 
their minds aren’t just there for resources, 
they’re also inhabited.” The mining 

industry often cites employment and 
prosperity as advantages of its projects, 
though that is not how Turgeon sees it 
playing out, pointing to influxes of a rela-
tively small number of high-paying jobs 
(approximately 160 for Authier) that cre-
ate wealth gaps within communities. 

Because the project would be locat-
ed partially on Algonquin territory, the 
Abitibiwinni First Nation of Pikogan 
would also be affected by mining de-
velopment. In 2019, the Abitibiwinni 
signed an agreement with Sayona; in 
a press release, chief Monik Kistabish 
said the agreement “provides benefits 
for the Abitibiwinni First Nation in 
terms of sustainable development and 
economy” and that she looked forward 
to collaborative discussions about the  
environmental ramifications of the pro-
ject with Sayona. (Representatives of 
the Abitibiwinni First Nation declined 
to comment further.)

Following the Comité’s actions, Sayona 
moved the planned location of its mining 
pit to be farther from the esker, though its 
precise whereabouts are still not publicly 
known. The company hired independ-
ent experts to conduct studies about the 
mine’s potential environmental ramifi-
cations and issued an environmental im-
pact report. And, though few details are 
available, Laliberté maintains that Say-
ona will work with Ducks Unlimited Can-
ada and the Abitibiwinni First Nation on 
wetland wildlife relocation.

Though they perhaps recognize the 
mine’s inevitability, members of the 
Comité have a hard time accepting 
that projects threatening ecosystems 
are fundamentally on the side of ecol-
ogy. “There’s a rich forest ecosystem 
here, there are wetlands . . . and ground-
water for the entire region,” says Turgeon.  

“The company has two messages: one for 
investors, which is to present the project 
as being as big as possible, and a second 
message for the local population, which 
is to present the project as being as small 
as possible.” E

Caitlin Stall-Paquet is a Montreal-
based writer whose work has appeared 
in Elle Canada, Flare, the Globe and Mail, 
enRoute, and Xtra.
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Adventure Canada, 55 Woodlawn Ave 
Mississauga, ON L5G 3K7 Canada
TICO Reg# 4001400

Canadian-owned 
and operated since 1987

The Walrus has a long partnership with Adventure 
Canada, an award-winning, family-run adventure 
travel company. As the new executive director, I’ll be 
joining their small-ship expedition Newfoundland 
Circumnavigation, July 4–15, 2022 (a new date in 2022 
due to the pandemic).

My family has roots in Newfoundland, and I’m excited to return. This trip 
will start in St. John’s and cover the island’s northeast coast, L’Anse aux 
Meadows, Red Bay, Gros Morne National Park, Miawpukek First Nation 
(Conne River), as well as other beautiful spots. I’m looking forward to the 
colourful homes, whale watching, and breathing in the fresh, coastal air!

During this trip, I’ll join you on our daily excursions and host a special 
dinner for supporters of The Walrus, where I’ll share some insights from 
our work in 2022 to spark a conversation on the country Canada could be.

One of the things I’ve missed the most over the last year is exploring. 
Travel gives us a unique opportunity to learn more about our country 
and ourselves. I would love for you to join us!

Jennifer Hollett, Executive Director, The Walrus

$250 of each booking fee will be donated back to The Walrus Foundation.

Explore Newfoundland 
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SoMe indeterMinate day last 
fall, back from my biweekly 
masked trudge to the grocery 
store, I arrive home to a letter 

from the Canada Revenue Agency. They 
want proof that my income in 2019 was 
greater than $5,000 to confi rm eligibil-
ity for cerb payments I received over 
the summer.

The Canada Emergency Response 
Benefi t was a sensible, wide-ranging 
backstop, shoring up the livelihoods of 
those who found themselves struggling 

in a suddenly frozen economy. Rolled 
out quickly and effi  ciently last March and 
run on an honour system, cerb  allowed 
anyone facing loss of income because of 
covid-19 to go online, check a few boxes 
confi rming eligibility, and receive $2,000 
in monthly assistance. I put in a call to 
the cra in September, inquiring after one 
of these cheques that had gone missing.

A phone number is included in the 
 letter, and I call it. With my bank  account 
well into an uncontrolled dive, I’m on 
hold, waiting to speak with one of the 

SOCIETY

I Fought the CRA, 
and I Won

The Canada Emergency Response Benef it 
helped me survive COVID-19’s f irst wave. Then the 

government tried to claw back the cash

BY KEN BABSTOCK
ILLUSTRATION BY GLENN HARVEY

more than 44,000 personnel who make 
up the largest apparatus of the  federal 
public service, its average budget a nose 
over $5 billion in pursuit of around 
$430 billion in annual tax revenue. It’s 
a  leviathan. I’m krill.  After thirty min-
utes, I’m talking to a perfunctory but non-
threatening cra agent, Barney. (Agents, 
supervisors, and managers all off er their 
names on contact, I’ll come to learn.)

Barney seems eager to help with my 
case and be on his way — bigger fi sh, 
a man about a deduction. It should be 
straightforward. In 2019, I was one of 
the Canadian writers who got lucky 
with a $25,000 arts-production grant, 
an award of taxable income to help 
with subsistence while working on an 
ongoing project. The grant represented 
the  largest portion of what I’d made that 
year. The cra’s online portal listed types 
of  income and/or situations that would 
be in eligible for cerb. “Arts-production 
grants” didn’t appear.

I’m now sitting cross-legged on my fl oor, 
the central stamen in an array of splayed-
petal papers. “So this one will work? The 
t4a?” “From the arts  council grant? Yes, 
that’ll work. Upload that.” That was my 
fi rst, cataclysmic mistake. Doing what 
I was told. On the day I was told to do it.

Lockdown laSt March  exploded 
everyone’s sense of the future’s 
relative predictability. Yes, the 

sun kept coming up, but over the never 
seen before. It hit everyone hard psych-
ologically and some harder materially: 
the underemployed, the working poor, 
the self-employed, the “precariat.” As 
happens for writers, I was already having 
a thin year. Now, covid-19. My course 
at the University of Toronto’s School of 
Continuing Studies was cancelled. Three 
residency/fellowship opportunities: can-
celled. My upcoming book: bumped from 
spring to fall. Prospects looked grim.

I’m living in a one-and-a-half- bedroom, 
the cheapest rental I could fi nd within 
my son’s school catchment in Toronto. 
With me half the time, in his half bed-
room, he’s been Zen-ishly  uncomplaining 
throughout this upheaval, as though he’s 
seen pandemics before. If we’re going by 
the usual metric advising we  allocate no 
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kb: “Grants  are  distinguishable. 
They’re so distinguishable, they’ve 
been distinguished in the Canadian 
tax code under the heading ‘Arts Pro-
duction Grants.’”

cra: “That may well be, but — ”
kb: “Can I ask if you’ve read the 

Canadian tax code?”
cra: “Of course not.”
kb: “I have it right here. May I read 

you the paragraph I’m talking about?”
cra: “No.”
kb: “Can I email it to you?”
cra: “No.”
kb: “Have the validators read the 

Canadian tax code?”
cra: “You’d have to ask the validators.”
kb: “Has anyone at the cra read the 

Canadian tax code?”
cra: “How would I know that?”

When not on hold, or being re-
directed, or misdirected, or 
calling back, or awaiting a call 

back, I’m now also compiling a second 
dossier, then a third. The preassessment 
department — acting independently of the 
cerb/crb department and unconnected 
to the department handling the Canada 
Child Benefit — has also written, requir-
ing proof of my son’s existence. He’s been 
dividing his time equally between his 
parents since 2015 but is also now, ap-
parently, a locus of potential fraud. It’s 
common, I’m told, for people to invent 
dependents who don’t exist. You know, 
to make up children. Affidavits, birth 
certificate, letters from school princi-
pals and soccer coaches, passport, signed 
statements from people who know us but 
aren’t family. Tax return, Canada Child 
Benefit, and cerb/crb are all now con-
currently log-jammed in disparate, scler-
otic, balkanized departments of the cra, 
none apparently speaking to the others, 
all cut off from their peers and superiors, 
their superiors’ superiors. Mass-trawling, 
dragging the sea floor for the scavenger 
fish conspiring to push federal coffers to 
the brink of insolvency with their arts 
grants and make-believe babies.

I’ve collected statements from the Can-
ada Council for the Arts, the Toronto Arts 
Council, the Writers’ Trust, The Writers’ 
Union of Canada, and my MP’s office 

to understand is a classic double bind. 
During crisis, authority offers assistance. 
Assistance delivered, authority demands 
proof of eligibility for what has been 
claimed in good faith. Authority with-
draws assistance until proof is delivered. 
Upon delivery of proof, authority declares 
proof nonproof, continues to withhold 
assistance, and exacts penalty, causing 
crisis. There is no exit. One cannot nego-
tiate escape from a logically impossible 
demand enacted by the cra. It’s why 
they compare taxes to death.

The exchanges I have with agents, 
supervisors, and managers based in St. 
John’s, Sudbury, Ottawa, Surrey, and 
(for all I know) somewhere in my own 
building verge at times on psychological 
warfare: evasive, irrational, nonsensical, 
suspicious, blatantly wrong. I’m learning 
shades of despair I never knew existed. 
My son has previously seen me cry; he’s 
never seen me cry, laugh, and pull my 
hair while insisting into my phone that 
the supervisor tell the validators to make 
headquarters call the minister of national 
revenue because you are acting in contra-
vention of Canadian tax law! (I was begin-
ning to sound unstable even to myself.)

I haven’t been able to make rent. The 
eviction notices arrive midmonth, each 
month, and increase in threat level. Ex-
plaining one of these letters to a visibly 
concerned twelve-year-old is suboptimal, 
as a parent. Agreeing with said twelve-
year-old that Christmas will be un-
avoidably postponed is also, as a parent, 
suboptimal. He calls me “an utter plank,” 
which I take to mean love in the argot 
of the young, and we hug a lot. He also 
asks permission to remain in his quar-
ters when next I find myself “in discus-
sion” with a cra agent. “Granted,” I say.

I didn’t have the wherewithal to rec-
ord the hours and hours of phone ex-
changes. The best-of reel is burned in 

memory, though, and I could recite ten 
of the most flamboyantly unreal.

cra supervisor: “It’s possible that, 
whatever an ‘arts-production grant’ is, 
it isn’t distinguishable from those other 
forms of income that are not eligible. Bur-
saries, fellowships, scholarships, they’re 
not eligible.”

more than 30 percent of our income to 
housing, I’d need to be in or around the 
$65,000 bracket. I don’t come within 
astral-projecting distance of that. Can 
renters be house poor? Bottom line: 
priced out of Toronto, I remain in 
Toronto. It’s where my son is. Operat-
ing in the red for years, I’ve tried plotting 
my way through to his eighteenth birth-
day — it doesn’t add up.

We scraped through summer propped 
up by cerb. For me, $2,000 a month 
amounts almost precisely to rent, in-
ternet, phone. No food. I was trying to 
leapfrog the worst of it by aiming for fall, 
resorting to long gambles and blind hope. 
A news snippet caught on a loud radio: 

“Construction remains ongoing,” and I’m 
regretting not having done my appren-
ticeship during the years I worked with 
builders in Dublin. I’d be working now. 
Or, had I managed to stay in university 
somehow, I’d be still working.

These, though, are counterfactual hy-
potheses, of interest to dodgy historians 
and judgmental deities. To get a univer-
sity job in creative writing, one needs 
a postgraduate degree in creative writing. 
I have six collections of poetry and a high 
school diploma. At fifty-plus, I’m a tough 
case for an employment adviser. 

I work on new ways with lentils 
while I wait for my proof of income 
to be approved and my eligibility 

for cerb confirmed. I pick up applica-
tions for employment from the lcbo, 
Loblaws, hospitals; I know how to unload 
trucks. Given a chance, I’m a dab hand 
at stacking boxes. Another letter arrives: 
the validators — like Klamm in Kafka’s 
The Castle, cra validators have never 
been seen or spoken to by a human be-
ing not employed by the cra and never 
will be. They have examined my t4a 
and declared me ineligible for cerb or 
for the Canada Recovery Benefit (crb). 
Furthermore, I must pay back whatever 
emergency assistance I have until now 
received — a cool $10,000. No explana-
tion. No phone number.

Over the next sixty days, I spend up-
ward of twenty hours on the phone, my 
voice crumbling, rising, clinging to civil-
ity while trying to respond to what I come 
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confi rming that, yes, my understanding 
that arts-production grants are cerb- 
eligible income is correct. There was 
even a meeting earlier in December: this 
issue, along with other more contentious 
ones, has been sorted out and settled.

The agents I speak to know of no 
meeting. They sound put out at not hav-
ing been invited. I speak to my account-
ant. She’s written a “white paper,” 
she says, on the very subject of arts- 
production grants. She identifi es for me 
a bulletin — it-257r — that clarifi es their 
legal standing. Another thirty minutes 
on hold, and the next supervisor will not 
allow me to identify it-257r. I try say-
ing it faster, “Eyeteetoofysenner!” He’s 
talking over me. I could be identifying 
a red dwarf in the Andromeda Galaxy 
or a gene responsible for the putting of 
fi sts through drywall. I have $80 and 
change. In the world. And no — What’s 
it called? —  support network. I’ve been 
of “no fi xed address” before. I’ve never 
yet been homeless.

I take to Twitter. I mean, I was al-
ready on Twitter, but my tendencies 
there leaned toward gnomic one-liners 

and photos of unwashed kitchenware 
claiming to be naSa images of cosmic 
wonders. Until now. Now, I am cam-
paigning. I’m tagging blue checkmarks, 
@-ing infl uential accounts in the Twit-
tersphere who may, what, look away 
from the rending of the social fabric 
south of the border to notice I was . . . 
in trouble?

Reader, they noticed. I got notifi -
cations, responses, retweets, and 
DMs. I heard from other artists 

in the same position. I heard, again, from 
the unions and the arts councils and MPs, 
and from a policy adviser to the minister 
of national revenue. I was now so em-
boldened (and so very afraid) that I @-ed 
a journalist. She listened, asked for docu-
ments, went elsewhere for context, and 
the story appeared two days later, my 
accompanying headshot credited to 
my son.

Within forty-eight hours of the piece 
in the Globe and Mail, I got a call from 
cra hQ: the disarmingly communica-
tive Frieda, sounding prepared and a bit 
lawyerly, with a message of contrition. 
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Things were in fl ux, policy-wise. Ad-
ministration of initiatives always con-
tains wrinkles, and if an agent had been 
misinformed, she was sorry. She was. 
The decision had been reversed, in fact, 
in my case, now that they’d seen the 
bigger picture and acquired requisite 
information, but that’s not to say they 
hadn’t, sadly, had cases of fraud else-
where, sadly. I’d be receiving a letter 
confirming my eligibility, reimburs-
ing me for stopped payments, and  also 
my tax return was fi nished, and, you 
understand . . . 

Now, imagine encountering a cra
“wrinkle” in other circumstances. If 
I were a mother of three, shared this 
apartment with extended family, worked 
in food processing or transport or clean-
ing or long-term care. If I didn’t know 
anyone in publishing, media, or the arts. 
If I’d not had hours to spend on the phone. 
What choice but to cut one’s losses and 
roll over, whatever the cost? 

KEN BABSTOCK is the author of six 
books of poetry, including Swivelmount, 
which was published last October.



I
n 2017, the head of Canada’s lar-
gest labour organization sat down 
with Ahmed Hussen, then minis-
ter of immigration, to discuss an 
idea that had bubbled up from a 
building trades union in Toronto. 

The Canadian Labour Congress sug-
gested testing a program that would in-
vite an underground workforce into the 
light. According to the clc’s estimates, 
thousands of carpenters, concrete finish-
ers, and other foreign tradespeople were 
working in the region without the legal 
right to do so. Some had expired work 
permits; others had originally entered 
Canada as students or tourists and never 
had a work permit. With the construc-
tion sector expecting a quarter of its 
workforce to retire in the coming years, 
the building boom had come to rest on 
the labour of under-the-table workers. 
Instead of tracking workers down and 
deporting them, argued the clc, why 
not set them on the path to citizenship?

It wasn’t the first time the idea of a lim-
ited amnesty for construction workers 
had been raised. Some building-industry 
groups, along with community groups 
and unions, had taken a similar proposal 
to five different immigration ministers 
over six years, but it didn’t fly, accord-
ing to a Globe and Mail report. This time, 

there was a twist: instead of having fed-
eral employees run the program or select 
applicants, unions would manage the first 
stage — the clc would recruit and vet 
candidates for permanent resident status. 
The program, which started accepting 
applications in January of last year, is 
tiny, with slots for just 500 workers and 
their families. But it may be the only im-
migration program in the world managed 
by a labour organization. It’s also just 
one example of how Canada has spent 
the last two decades rolling out a rad-
ical policy innovation: devolving immi-
gration decisions away from the federal  
government.

Many national governments, such as 
those of the United States and the United 
Kingdom, keep immigration tightly cen-
tralized: choosing new citizens is a func-
tion of nation building, so it is the level 
of government responsible for the nation 
as a whole that should decide who can 
settle there. That’s the simple theory. 
Then there’s Canada. Here, provincial 
governments, community groups, muni-
cipalities, and private employers all have 
a hand in selecting economic migrants. 
In 2019, for example, Canada accepted 
341,175 new permanent residents: almost 
30 percent were chosen by someone out-
side the federal government.
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How  
Immigration 
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Who will choose Canada’s next wave of newcomers?  
It could be someone in your town
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illustrations by myriam wares



With more than 100 programs scat-
tered from coast to coast to coast, Canada 
has one of the most complex immigra-
tion systems in the world. It’s unclear 
whether the country is the first to shift 
immigration decisions away from the 
federal government — both New Zea-
land and Australia have a few similar 
programs — but it is the country that has 
pushed the trend the furthest and fastest. 
There are pathways to permanent resi-
dency and citizenship designed specific-
ally for butchers, mushroom harvesters, 
and greenhouse workers; one that in-
cludes cleaners in Sudbury; one for long-
haul truckers in British Columbia; others 
for international students who want to 
start businesses in New Brunswick, Nova 
Scotia, or Saskatchewan; and still more 
for dozens of other tightly defined groups 
of workers in specific parts of the country. 
The programs are always changing: the 
federal government doesn’t even try to 
keep a current list.

This hodgepodge of niche programs 
was not planned. It grew out of polit-
ical pressure and economic need with 
almost no national consultation. And it 
has problems. It’s inefficient — immigra-
tion bureaucracies often rely on people 
with shockingly little training. It has been 
susceptible to fraud. It doesn’t always 
land immigrants where they are most 
needed. But Canada’s decentralized im-
migration system may be one reason this 
country is winning a global competition 
for labour. It may also be one reason Can-
ada has the highest public support for 
immigration of any country in the world.

This year, immigration minister Marco 
Mendicino wants to bring in a record 
401,000 new permanent residents to 
help make up for the loss of immigra-
tion during the covid-19 pandemic. 
His department has also set targets of 
411,000 immigrants in 2022 and 421,000 
in 2023. Combined, immigration over 
those three years will make up 3.3 percent 
of Canada’s population. His ambitious 
targets are part of an international race 
to counter a looming population crisis. 
A July report published in The Lancet 
warns that the global population will 
start to decline in 2064, with significantly 
lower numbers of working-age adults 

27



in many developed countries. Such 
a demographic shift would devastate 
national economies: shrinking the tax 
base, consumer spending, and the abil-
ity to deliver basic services like health 
care and education.

The same report, however, predicts 
that Canada will be able to maintain 
higher levels of immigration than most 
other nations. But the country doesn’t 
just need more people: the looming popu-
lation crisis is most acute outside major 
cities. Canada’s uniquely decentralized 
immigration system — where local gov-
ernments and employers choose the ap-
plicants best suited for their towns and 
labour needs — may be its best bet.

T he first steps toward de
centralization took place where 
most experiments in Canadian 

federalism begin: Quebec. In 1991, after 
years of lobbying Ottawa, the province 
won the right to select its own econom-
ic immigrants. Unsurprisingly, it wanted 
to pick more French-speaking applicants 
and to integrate them in a way that re-
spects its distinct identity. The federal 
government would still control family 
sponsorships and refugee migration, 
and it would ensure newcomers passed 
health and security screenings, but other 
than that, Quebec could create its own 
system and decide how many new im-
migrants to accept each year.

Soon, other provinces wanted power 
over immigration too. Robert Vineberg, 
then director general of the immigra-
tion department’s Prairies and Northern 
Territories Region, says federal polit-
icians and bureaucrats didn’t just shrug 
and agree — they had several reasons to 
strike deals with the provinces. First, im-
migration is explicitly a shared jurisdic-
tion under Section 95 of the Constitution, 
so Ottawa couldn’t just ignore provincial 
demands. Second, federal politicians 
were afraid that, if they didn’t negoti-
ate a limited agreement with provinces 
quickly, Ottawa would lose all control 
over the selection of worker and business 
immigrants, as it had in Quebec. Third, 
the demand came as the federal govern-
ment, under Jean Chrétien, was shed-
ding programs as part of a deficit battle.  

that the complexity of competing pro-
grams would lead to the exploitation of 
newcomers by unlicensed immigration 
recruiters.

Initially, these worries proved true. 
Some provinces approved hundreds of 
immigrants who never even showed up 
at their supposed destinations, going 
directly to Toronto, Montreal, or Van-
couver instead — locations that can be 
more attractive because they already 
have robust multiethnic communities 
where newcomers share the same lan-
guages, observe the same customs, 
and may find networks of friends and 
family to help them launch a Canadian 
life. In 2013, only 28 percent of those 
nominated for immigration by Prince  
Edward Island since 2008 were still living 
there, according to Immigration, Refu-
gees, and Citizenship Canada (ircc). 
Manitoba, which put more emphasis on 
helping applicants settle into the com-
munity, showed more promise, with 
an 84 percent retention rate over the 
same period. But not all provinces were 
so effective. 

pnp pathways that catered to immi-
grants who wanted to buy, start, or in-
vest in local business (as opposed to those 
designed to attract potential employees) 
also suffered. “The business streams 
were rife with — I don’t want to use the 
word corruption — but difficulties with 
implementation. There were some in-
itial scandals and fraud,” Alboim says.

Nova Scotia’s business-mentorship 
program, which launched in 2002, de-
manded that immigrants pay an $80,000 
fee to a private business, as well as 
$30,000 for the administration of the 
program and $20,000 to fund their own 
salary at the business for six months. In 
some cases, immigrants who had agreed 
to settle in rural areas forfeited invest-
ments of more than $100,000 so they 
could settle elsewhere. For example, in 
2016, more than two-thirds of the immi-
grants in Prince Edward Island’s investor 
program abandoned bonds of $200,000, 
leaving $18 million in provincial coffers. 
Critics and opposition leaders accused 
the pei government of selling access to 
Canada. pei eventually shut down the 
program in 2018.

So, in 1996, the Provincial Nominee 
Program (pnp) was born: the federal 
government would retain the right to set 
quotas and approve the details and stan-
dards of provincial programs, as well as 
vet all applicants for security and health 
concerns, but the provinces would de-
sign the programs themselves and much 
of the work — and cost — would be borne 
outside Ottawa.

In many cases, the provincial pro-
grams offer immigrants an easier 
path to coveted permanent resi-

dency than federal programs do. Perma-
nent residents — unlike students, visitors, 
and temporary workers — can stay in 
the country indefinitely and become 
citizens if they wish. Some provinces 
want baristas while others want soft-
ware engineers, which means criteria 
for education, language, and work ex-
perience are specific to each province 
and program, and minimum standards 
can be lowered. Manitoba was an early 
leader in using the programs to boost 
the workforce in rural areas. The Mari-
time provinces also launched programs 
quickly. BC followed. Ontario didn’t get 
its own agreement until 2005, but even 
then, pnps were a sideshow to the main 
stage of federal programs.

At first, pnps seemed like a bad idea 
to Naomi Alboim, now a distinguished 
fellow at Queen’s University’s school of 
policy studies and the senior policy fellow 
at the Canada Excellence Research Chair 
in Migration and Integration at Ryerson 
University. In a 2009 paper, she argued 
that the decentralization of immigration 
had resulted in a “patchwork of criteria, 
admission requirements, costs, processes, 
services and supports, which are difficult 
to understand or predict.” Provinces, em-
ployers, and postsecondary institutions 
don’t have the national interest as their 
mandate, she wrote. Businesses, colleges, 
and universities also don’t have the cap-
acity to provide the necessary supports 
for newcomers. In addition, Alboim wor-
ried that immigrants would engage in 
a kind of jurisdiction-shopping: apply
ing to come to a province with easier 
entrance standards while intending to 
live elsewhere. Another concern was 
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In 2011, a federal evaluation of pnps 
across the country warned that there 
was little information about the number 
of businesses or jobs created under the 
programs — it was unclear whether they 
were working. The same report flagged 
issues of fraud as well as a lack of stan-
dards, evaluation, and training for those 
who ran the programs. Canada’s experi-
mental new immigration system was off 
to a very bumpy start.

T he crisis of dwindling popula-
tions in Canada’s rural commun-
ities has always been personal for 

Bernie Derible. The former ircc director 
of issues management grew up in Dart-
mouth, Nova Scotia, but spent his child-
hood summers on the family dairy farm, 
in the Cape Breton village of Mabou. He 
watched as his aunt and uncle struggled 
to find help with the day-to-day tasks of 
maintaining the land. “There was no-
body up there who would take less than 
$300 to cut the goddamn grass,” he says, 

“and it was because there are no people, 
right?” Last year, his elderly aunt and 
uncle had to sell the beloved farm.

When Derible criss-crossed the coun-
try, in 2015, holding town halls to dis-
cuss bringing Syrian refugees to Canada, 
he heard similar stories. Outside major 
cities, people told him of dramatic labour 
shortages. In Alberta, he says, one man 
told him it took three years to find an 
electrician to help him build a house.

Canada’s workforce problem is at 
the heart of its decentralized immigra-
tion programs. Canadians aren’t having 
enough children to replace themselves in 
many provinces, and baby boomers are 
retiring from the workforce. In fifty years, 
up to 30 percent of the population will 
be over the age of sixty-five. This demo-
graphic crisis is particularly acute in At-
lantic Canada, where the population is 
oldest and fertility rates are lowest. Im-
migration is the main driver of popula-
tion growth in this country and the most 
important source of essential workers 
in some industries. Consider Alberta, 
where in 2016 more than 50 percent of 
all nurses’ aides, orderlies, and patient-
service associates had been born out-
side the country. 

The problem is exacerbated by the 
fact that many immigration programs 
have had trouble retaining immigrants 
in more rural communities. Officials 
won new tools to tackle that problem 
in 2008, when an amendment tucked 
into an omnibus budget bill gave the im-
migration minister broad new powers 

to create and abolish programs without 
holding public hearings or asking Par-
liament for permission. In 2016, newly 
appointed Liberal immigration minister 
John McCallum used those expanded 
powers to launch a second wave of de
centralization. Now, it wasn’t just the 
provinces that could create their own 
immigration programs. Towns, com-
munity groups, and employers could too.  

The hope was that locally run programs 
would have better connections to infor-
mation centres, language courses, and 
the kind of local supports that new
comers needed to grow roots in their 
first Canadian destination.

Soon after this, Derible was part of a 
team that launched the Atlantic Immigra-
tion Pilot, Canada’s first employer-driven 
regional program to ease population 
woes. It would be administered by New 
Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward 
Island, and Newfoundland and Labra-
dor, but employers would take the lead 
in selecting applicants. Companies were 
also required to create settlement plans 
for their new workers as a way to en-
courage retention — figure out housing, 
transportation, school for kids, and 
plans for winter clothing. And employ-
ers were expected to shepherd workers’ 
paperwork through the immigration  
bureaucracy.

The program failed to meet its quotas. 
Announced in July 2016, it followed the 
pattern of many subnational programs 
that were announced with great fanfare 
but struggled to reach their targets. It 
launched with an initial goal of 2,000 
permanent residents for 2017, but by 
the end of that first year, only eighty 
newcomers had arrived in the four  
provinces — and that number included 
workers, their spouses, and their children. 
The next year was better, with 1,400 
people arriving. Again, there were ru-
mours of fraud and allegations that some 
employers were demanding that recruits 
pay huge fees for a job guaranteed to 
lead to permanent residence. That year, 
the cbc reported that some job appli-
cants had been duped into paying an un-
licensed consultant more than $150,000 
in the hopes of joining the pilot program.

When yet another set of pathways 
was proposed — the Rural and Northern 
Immigration Pilot and the Municipal 
Nominee Program — ircc took only some 
of the lessons from the Atlantic pilot. 
Employers would no longer be in charge: 
only economic-development agencies 
and municipalities would screen appli-
cants. The emphasis on settlement plans 
was gone. One thing that didn’t change 
is that many people with no experience 
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in immigration law or practice would 
be tasked with designing, funding, and 
running the programs.

Leigha Horsfield was one of them. 
She is the executive director and gen-
eral manager of Community Futures 
North Okanagan, a nonprofit in Ver-
non, BC, that helps promote economic 
development across the northern tip 
of the Okanagan Valley. The group, 
which offers employment counselling 
and business consulting and adminis-
ters more than $1 million in develop-
ment loans and grants, applied to the 
Rural and Northern Immigration Pro-
gram on a lark. “I knew nothing about 
immigration,” Horsfield recalls. “Abso-
lutely nothing.” Being chosen was the 
first surprise. The second was that there 
was no funding.

In 2019, the agency in Vernon was one 
of eleven in rural or northern commun-
ities selected to pilot the new program. 
Each agency had a bespoke approach 
to fill labour shortages in those locales: 
Sudbury looked for applicants working in 
mining and tourism while Thunder Bay 
originally searched for nurses and pulp-
mill operators. Requirements for educa-
tion, language, experience in Canada, 
interviews, and visits were all set locally. 
Horsfield’s primary goal was to ensure 
that newcomers stayed: her program 
gives extra points to temporary workers 
already living in the area and applicants 
with relatives in the area. But designing, 
launching, and running new immigra-
tion programs was a stunning amount 
of work for little economic-development 
agencies in rural Canada.

Horsfield scrounged up provincial 
funding for the program and hired a co
ordinator to sort through thousands of 
profiles, answer hundreds of emails, ver-
ify documents in dozens of applications, 
and select candidates. The coordinator 
received a week of training. (In com-
parison, federal visa officers typically 
get a year of training before deciding 
on applications.) Ottawa had allowed 
Community Futures North Okanagan 
to recommend up to 100 applicants for 
permanent settlement each year, but 
almost one year after its launch, the 
agency in Vernon had recommended 

she said, she hadn’t been able to find 
a single person who had applied for im-
migration through the program, which 
was launched last May. She blamed 
unrealistic federal demands — like re-
quiring original high school diplomas 
from remote villages — and complicated 
paperwork for the delays.

Decentralized and niche immigration 
programs marked a shift in both who se-
lects the next Canadians and what kind 
of people the country wants to attract. For 
example, federal immigration programs 
tend to favour managers and white-collar 
workers with university degrees who are 
fluent in English or French, while new 
initiatives often favour foreign workers 
who require fewer credentials — snow-
mobile mechanics in Labrador, nursing 
home attendants in Alberta, or dish-
washers in British Columbia. Some of 
the programs focus on recruiting work-
ers from overseas while others focus on 
foreign workers who are already here on  
temporary permits.

In some cases, the programs offer 
permanent residence to some of Can-
ada’s most disadvantaged workers. Many 
temporary workers can stay in the coun-
try only if they keep working for the em-
ployer who sponsored them, and some 
are required to live on the job. During 
the pandemic, many migrant workers 
shared crowded bunkhouses and were 
banned from leaving their farms. More 
than 1,300 contracted covid-19, includ-
ing more than thirty in one mushroom 
farm alone. And, while these immigra-
tion programs were intended to be a 
boon for workers, they’ve instead been 
plagued by complexity. De la Rosa has 
been looking at permanent resident pro-
grams for years but hasn’t been able to 
figure out which programs, if any, would 
work for him. “They tell me, if I do an 
English test here, this program will make 
me a permanent resident. I hope so. 
I don’t know.”

Montreal immigration lawyer David 
Cohen employs more than a dozen 
people to track Canada’s shifting im-
migration opportunities. His website, 
CanadaVisa, is the only up-to-date pub-
lic list of Canada’s many immigration 
programs. The site’s newsletter, run by 

only twenty-four. The experience with 
Community Futures is not unique. It’s 
not just a lack of training and funding 
that hampers some programs: appli-
cants faced with more than 100 differ-
ent pathways to Canada can have a hard 
time figuring out which ones may work 
for them. In Vernon, more than 10,000 
applicants filed profiles on the organiz-
ation’s website when it went live, early 
last year, but most hadn’t understood 
the program and didn’t qualify.

In 2017, Daniela Castro Luna came 
to join her uncle as a temporary 
worker on a mushroom farm near 

Whitby, Ontario. She’d dropped out of 
law school two years earlier with the 
intent of moving to Canada. The rea-
son for coming, she says, was simple: “In 
Guatemala, too many people are look-
ing for jobs.” She had to leave behind 
her infant daughter, Ariana Victoria, 
who stays with Castro Luna’s mother 
when her own mother is in Canada. Cas-
tro Luna visited her daughter in 2018, 
but now she’s counting on one of Can-
ada’s newest niche programs to end her 
transcontinental commute. The Agri-
Food Pilot offers permanent residency 
to people who work in year-round agri-
culture, like Castro Luna. “All I want is to 
bring my baby to Canada, and my mom,” 
she says. “I want to make a better life 
for them.”

Her uncle, Erick de la Rosa, has been 
working on mushroom farms in Can-
ada off and on since 2012. He too is bet-
ting on the Agri-Food Pilot to bring his 
family — his wife and seven-year-old 
son — to Canada. “I want to be in Can-
ada forever,” he says. Neither one, how-
ever, is sure the new program will work.

Nor is Janet Krayden, the woman 
who dreamed the program up. The 
pilot doesn’t decentralize immigration 
processing — applicants are chosen by 
the department of immigration — but it 
makes employers in specific industries 
the gatekeepers of who can apply. It re-
stricts applicants by both industry and 
type of work. Krayden, of the Canadian 
Mushroom Growers Association, worked 
for four years to convince federal offi-
cials to launch the program. In December, 
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Kareem El-Assal, director of policy and 
digital strategy, has more than half a mil-
lion regular readers. “David has been 
working in immigration for more than 
forty years, and I have been for more 
than ten years,” El-Assal says. “We are 
immersed in it, but it is impossible to 
keep up.” Not only is there no official 
list of programs, many of the decentral-
ized and pilot programs are started and 
shut down with little notice. Now, says 
El-Assal, imagine trying to sift through 
the criteria for more than 100 programs 
spread across more than a dozen web-
sites when your first language is not Eng-
lish or French. “It’s very difficult — almost 
impossible.”

Naomi alboim is more positive 
about the decentralized approach 
to immigration today. ircc has 

tackled a few of the problems, killing 
off some programs with low application 
numbers and retention rates — and those 
hampered by allegations of fraud — while 
adding more oversight to others. It has 
set basic eligibility standards for most 
streams, which eliminate some of the 
jurisdiction-shopping by newcomers. 
The consistency means immigrants 
are less likely to select a pathway with 
an easier application only to move to 
a bigger city once they have been ac-
cepted. But one of the most important 
changes has happened in the provinces: 
they developed expertise and a core of 
skilled bureaucrats who now have experi-
ence devising and delivering immigration 
programs. A 2017 federal evaluation of 
Provincial Nominee Programs reported 
that most of the issues identified in the 
early stages had been resolved.

The decentralization of immigration 
has also succeeded in its primary goal: to 
fight population decline outside the lar-
gest metropolitan areas by distributing 
newcomers across the country. Twenty 
years ago, only one in ten permanent 
residents settled outside of Ontario, Que-
bec, or British Columbia. By 2019, the 
share of immigrants arriving in the rest of 
Canada had tripled to almost 30 percent.

Newcomers are also settling for 
longer in the places where they first 
arrive: retention rates outside Ontario, 

Quebec, and BC are steadily rising. For 
those approved through pnps, retention 
has topped 90 percent in some places. 
An October 2020 analysis of the Atlantic 
Immigration Pilot suggests it has also im-
proved retention. That program attracted 
more than 4,000 new immigrants in 
2019, more than twice as many as the 
year before, though there’s no data yet 
about how many stayed in the region.

Derible, who has since left federal ser-
vice, knows the Atlantic Immigration Pilot 
didn’t roll out as planned, but he thinks 
it helped forge a new future for Canada. 

“There is no perfect solution to anything,” 
he says. “It’s definitely a B grade, but that 
B grade brought thousands of new people 
to the Atlantic region.”

The complexity of the system remains 
a problem. Some would like ircc to  
offer centralized information about the 
kaleidoscope of programs; others want 
a single portal for all program applica-
tions. Those changes aren’t in the pipe-
line. “The reason why Canada has a great 
immigration system isn’t because we 
have figured out one amazing program,” 
El-Assal says. “It’s that many programs 
together fill economic needs and cater 
to a greater pool of applicants. . . . Now, 
selection is much more diverse, and you 
don’t even need a university degree any-
more. . . . It has allowed Canada to open 
its doors to a greater talent pool.”

This is not the first time Canada has 
led a radical policy innovation in immi-
gration. In 1967, it became the first coun-
try in the world to use a points system to 
select permanent residents. In 1979, it 
became the first country to allow groups 
of private citizens to sponsor refugees. 

Both of those innovations were copied 
elsewhere. International experts are 
looking at this latest innovation too, not 
just because of how it gives Canada an 
edge in the competition for new immi-
grants but also because of how it may be 
affecting public opinion.

Canada has largely avoided the div-
isive immigration debates that have 
riven its closest allies: the United King-
dom, the United States, and Australia. 
A Gallup poll shows that Canada is more 
welcoming to immigrants than any other 
country in the world. The Environics 
Institute for Survey Research has been 
polling Canadian attitudes about im-
migration for four decades and reports 
a remarkably steady rise in support for 
immigration since 1998 — the year the 
push for decentralization really began.

In a widely cited 2016 report for an 
international policy institute, Daniel 
Hiebert, a professor emeritus of geog-
raphy at the University of British Col-
umbia, argued that the decision to shift 
responsibility for selecting and settling 
immigrants away from the federal gov-
ernment has been an important factor 
in creating the resilience of public sup-
port for immigration. “The fact that so 
many Canadians, through so many differ-
ent pathways, have some kind of a stake 
in the immigration system, that makes 
a really big difference,” he says. “Lots of 
jobs depend on it. Lots of public think-
ing goes into it.”

In the 1980s, roughly 70 percent 
of Canadians thought the country ac-
cepted too many immigrants, accord-
ing to Environics’ annual polling. Today, 
that number is down to 27 percent, with 
84 percent believing immigrants are good 
for the economy. Xenophobic incidents 
do occur in Canada, and immigrants are 
more likely than nonimmigrants to face 
discrimination on the basis of language, 
ethnicity, culture, and religion. But polit-
ical parties that have based national cam-
paigns on anti-immigration platforms 
have failed on election day. The most 
recent leader to try — Maxime Bernier, 
founder of the People’s Party of Canada —  
won less than 2 percent of the vote in 2019.

Six months into the pandemic, in its 
annual survey of Canadians, Environics 
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the minister of immigration sat down with 
the president of the Canadian Labour 
Congress to discuss the construction- 
worker pilot program, both were men 
born abroad who had come to Canada, 
alone, at age sixteen. Hussen  arrived as 
a Somali refugee; clc president Hassan 
Yussuff  was sent by his parents from Guy-
ana to live with his brother in  Toronto. 

“Knowing that I had to come to this coun-
try as an immigrant, I had a sense of affi  n-
ity to people and their status,” Yussuff  says.

Hussen was then one of four cabinet 
ministers born outside the country and 
one of forty-seven immigrants sitting 
in Parliament, according to a Hill Times
analysis. In Ottawa, there was plenty 
of personal experience at the political 
level with the advantages of robust im-
migration and the dangers of cultivat-
ing xenophobia. As for the clc program, 
Yussuff  says it took him a long time to 
wrap his head around why the organiz-
ation should get involved in immigra-
tion — then he realized it was an issue of 
protecting exploited workers. The public 
rollout of the program was low-key and 
careful: no one used the word amnesty. 
Still, he was glad there was no contro-
versy. The clc helped thirty-four out-
of-status construction workers and their 
families apply for permanent residence 
last year; fi fteen of those have already 
been approved and are on the path to 
apply for citizenship by 2023.

Yussuff says there are 500,000 to 
1 million undocumented workers in Can-
ada. He sees the tiny Gta construction- 
worker program as a test of something 
that could bring hundreds of thousands 
of workers into the Canadian fold — and 
help boost the economies of towns, prov-
inces, and regions from sea to sea to sea. 

“I am hoping in my heart of hearts that 
Canadians see this for what it is — an in-
itiative to try to resolve the uncertainty 
in the lives of so many people who are 
in our country in the recognition that 
Canada is a unique place.” 

KELLY TOUGHILL is an associate pro-
fessor of journalism at the University 
of King’s College whose work  focuses 
on Canadian immigration and the 
 economics of journalism.

found the highest levels of support for 
immigration ever recorded.  Support 
had increased in every region, in every 
demographic group, and among mem-
bers of every political party. More than 
half of those surveyed agreed that Can-
ada needs more immigration to boost 
its population.

Decentralizing immigration pro-
grams also aff ects local politics. Robert 
Vineberg, the former director general 
of the immigration department’s Prai-
ries and Northern Territories Division, 
points out that anti-immigration move-
ments in other countries have been spear-
headed by local politicians in rural areas. 
That’s unlikely to happen in Canada, he 
says, because provincial leaders are in-
creasingly in charge of immigration pro-
grams, so they would be able to criticize 
only themselves.

El-Assal and Cohen both agree that 
the decentralization of immigration 
decisions has helped build support for 
immigration across Canada. But they 
don’t think that’s the whole story. Can-
ada’s strong social programs and relative 
wealth play a role too. “If you are provid-
ing a high standard of living to people 
born in Canada, they are less likely to be 
looking over their shoulders to see how 
immigrants are impacting the country,” 
says El-Assal. “If I have a high standard 
of living, I’m not going to be too appre-
hensive about that.” These same factors, 
however, haven’t prevented public opin-
ion from turning against immigrants in 
the US, Australia, and the UK. 

A paper by Queen’s University pro-
fessor Keith Banting reminds us that we 
should not assume that public support for 
immigration is simply baked into Can-
adian culture: “The challenge of sustain-
ing public support for immigration rests 
not only with the ministers responsible 
for immigration and multi culturalism 
but also with ministers of fi nance and 
economic development. The ability of 
governments to preserve low levels of 
unemployment and — by extension — to 
foster Canadians’ faith in the economic 
benefi ts of immigration is also critical.”

What El-Assal doesn’t mention is that 
Canada’s immigrant population is increas-
ingly refl ected in the political class. When 

The Walrus32

www.biblioasis.com

/biblioasis

@biblioasis

@biblioasis_books

/biblioasis/biblioasis

R E V E A L I N G
F O R G O T T E N
H I S T O R I E S

“Foregone is a subtle med-
itation on a life composed 
of half-forgotten impulses 
and their endless conse-

quences.”

—Marilynne robinson, author of

housekeeping and gilead

Published to coincide with Published to coincide with Published to coincide with 
the 50th anniversary of the 50th anniversary of the 50th anniversary of 
the Kingston Pen riots. 



LETSTALKABOUTWATER.CA

DISCUSSING THE FUTURE OF OUR PLANET’S WATER 
— AND WHY WE SHOULD CARE.

PODCAST
SEASON 2
OUT NOW

VIRTUAL
FILM FESTIVAL

ON UNTIL
JUNE 30TH����������������

�����������������


����


��	�����	
������������		�

IN  PRIZES TO BE AWARDED



 O
n March 7, 2018, Vincent 
Ramos was sitting alone 
at the Over Easy res-
taurant in Bellingham, 
Washington, just across 

the border from his home, in Richmond, 
British Columbia. He didn’t protest 
when a phalanx of cops marched in and 
arrested him. Speaking to the Bellingham 
Herald, the restaurant owner said Ramos 

“seemed like a mellow guy.”
It’s not mentioned in the account of 

his arrest, but the first thing officers likely 
did after they cuffed Ramos was reach 
into his pocket and grab his BlackBerry. 
That device, and the network it con-
nected to, was at the heart of a sprawl-
ing FBI indictment that accused Ramos 
of racketeering activity involving gam-
bling, money laundering, and drug traf-
ficking. But that doesn’t quite cover the 
scale of his operation.

Ramos was founder and CEO of 
Vancouver-based Phantom Secure, 
a company that offered what it called 

“military-grade encryption” to criminal 
enterprises across the globe, from small-
time loan sharks right up to Mexican drug 
lords. Fundamentally, Phantom Secure 
was a hardware company. It sold modi-
fied BlackBerry handsets that had been 
customized to communicate only with 
other Phantom Secure devices. On top of 
that, it ran an email system that routed 
encrypted messages through Panama 
and Hong Kong. As a result, conversa-
tions were nearly impossible to intercept, 
and if law enforcement did snag a mes-
sage, there was no way of decrypting it. 
The FBI says as many as 20,000 clients 
signed up for protection that ran upward 
of $2,000 (US) for a six-month subscrip-
tion. It even came with a customer ser-
vice line. As a last safety measure, the 
company installed a remote kill switch, 
allowing phones seized by law enforce-
ment to be wiped from afar.

Investigators had been watching 
Phantom Secure for some time. Police 
in different countries had been finding 
repurposed phones in stash houses and 
on suspects. But, by the time the devices 
were seized, they had been wiped clean 
and rendered useless. Police needed 
one with its data still intact. The year 

before Ramos was apprehended, agents 
at the Blaine, Washington, border cross-
ing — just a half-hour drive from the Over 
Easy restaurant — intercepted an SUV 
loaded with twenty-five kilograms of 
party drug MDMA. The driver was carry-
ing a Phantom Secure phone. Agents 
had, by then, developed an ingenious 
tactic: they would slip such phones into 
a Faraday bag, a specialized pouch de-
signed to block outside signals. With the 
device cut off from its network, Phan-
tom Secure would be unable to activate 
the kill switch. In this way, investiga-
tors used the information collected to 
build their case against the company. 
With each Phantom Secure customer 
they nabbed — drug dealers, mobsters —  
police got closer to Ramos. Eventually, 
they went after Phantom Secure itself.

By June, Ramos had turned state’s 
witness. As part of his plea deal, he 
handed over the login credentials for 
his servers, domains, and accounts, 
which gave police access to his entire  

operation. The technology was only one 
layer of protection, however. Ramos 
didn’t even know the identities of many 
of his clients. Police worked feverishly 
to untangle the complicated network of 
pseudonyms and code names gleaned 
from Ramos’s emails and messages. As 
word spread that Phantom Secure had 
been compromised, his co-conspirators 
began to disappear into the wind.

By then, investigators had already 
managed to disrupt the trafficking 
routes and communications structures 
of a litany of criminal gangs. It was a big 
score, though hardly the biggest. Drug 
busts happen all the time, and when-
ever the FBI knocks down a platform 
for a cocaine-smuggling operation, two 
more pop up. But investigators also came 
upon something unexpected, some-
thing that would shake the world’s lar-
gest intelligence-sharing partnership 
to its core. In Ramos’s emails, the FBI 
found a classified memo prepared by 
the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.  
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The file had intelligence on Ramos him-
self, information that would have been 
invaluable in his attempts to elude in-
vestigators — information Ramos should 
never have possessed.

The list of individuals, worldwide, with 
access to such a memo wasn’t long. The 
discovery set off a mole hunt inside the 
upper echelons of Canadian national 
security that would lead to the Ottawa 
condo of one of the country’s most sen-
ior intelligence officials. In September 
2019, the RCMP arrested one of its own: 
Cameron Ortis.

 S
ituated in RCMP headquar-
ters, the National Intelligence 
Coordination Centre is the 
analytic branch of the Moun-

ties. Launched in 2013, the NICC helps 
keep tabs on the dark web and hackers 
both at home and abroad. It tracks inter-
national organized crime groups and  
biker gangs. It also monitors ideologically 
motivated actors, from terrorist groups to 
peaceful protest movements that could 
sabotage critical infrastructure. All this 
information is collected by RCMP officers 
in the field and blended with research 
provided by other intelligence arms of 
the Canadian government — agents at 
the Canadian Security Intelligence Ser-
vice (CSIS), say, or at the Financial Trans-
actions and Reports Analysis Centre of 
Canada. From that mass of data, NICC 
analysts and researchers produce reports 
that help set RCMP priorities, steer in-
vestigations, and inform on-the-ground 
policing.

At the time of his arrest, Cameron 
Ortis had been running the NICC for 
three years. There was a lot to keep 
him busy. During his tenure as dir-
ector general, Islamic State militants 
had proven themselves adept at using 
social media to recruit and radicalize dis
affected youth. Online black markets, like 
Silk Road, grew to popularity by offer
ing everything from rocket launchers to 
heroin. Predators had moved away from 
the global internet and had begun shar-
ing and selling child pornography on pri-
vate servers.

The NICC wasn’t just producing intelli-
gence reports for the RCMP — it was also 

branches of the military. CSIS, which in-
vestigates threats to Canada’s safety, fo-
cused on the internet only insofar as it 
was being used by terror groups and rad-
ical elements, whose ranks it sometimes 
tried to infiltrate. The RCMP, however, 
had long been frozen out of the national 
security game thanks to a string of screw-
ups and ethically dubious activities in the 
late ’70s and early ’80s. Government in-
vestigations found that, during the 1970 
October Crisis, the agency had, in the 
name of collecting intelligence, done 
everything from stealing documents to 
attempting to plant dynamite on suspect-
ed radicals. The reports led Ottawa, in 
1984, to cleave off the RCMP’s national 
security work into a new body: CSIS.

The 9/11 terrorist attacks reinvigorated 
the Mounties’ zest for national secur-
ity work. While the CSE could intercept 
communications and CSIS could recruit 
informants and moles, they needed the 
RCMP to make arrests and obtain search 
warrants. But years out in the cold had 
left the force with an acute skills shortage. 
That became apparent pretty quickly. Just 
months after 9/11, the RCMP started up 
an investigation into roughly half a dozen 
Canadian citizens over their supposed 
ties to al Qaeda — among them was an 
engineer named Maher Arar. The un
founded conclusions linking Arar to for-
eign terrorism were eventually shared 
with the FBI, which led to his arrest, ren-
dition to Syria, and torture. In 2006, 
a scathing review found no evidence 
that Arar was involved with overseas ter-
ror groups and concluded that the RCMP 

“lacked the expertise to conduct national 
security investigations.”

Part of the RCMP’s problem was its 
personnel. Mounties were trained to 
be cops, not intelligence analysts. They 
may have been given some basic ground-
ing in counterterrorism strategies but 
not much more. To address its short
comings, the RCMP began scouting for 
non-officers skilled in digital forensics 
who could comb through web forums, 
Usenet groups, and chat rooms to, as 
per a 2004 job posting, “identify crim-
inal trends and patterns.”

Ortis, who joined the RCMP the year 
after the Arar inquiry released its findings, 

distributing them to its partners around 
the world. After the Second World War, 
Allied nations banded together to share 
information in hopes of preserving a fra-
gile world order. Canada, the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Australia, 
and New Zealand became the Five Eyes. 
The partnership started out as a military 
pact but expanded to tackle cybercrime 
and terrorism.

Information that circulates around 
the Five Eyes is the sort marked “top 
secret” — it can be seen only by officials 
with the proper clearance. Getting that 
clearance is no small feat. Security offi-
cials will scour a candidate’s social media 
accounts, interview friends and family, 
and dig into tax returns and bank records. 
Areas of concern include money troubles 
or addiction issues — anything that could 
cause someone to be blackmailed or lead 
to their loyalty being compromised. The 
last time Canada reported statistics for 
security classification — 1998 — around 
2,000 people a year were being granted 
top secret clearance.

After joining the RCMP in 2007, Ortis 
passed his security vetting and was hired 
as a strategic analyst — “a sort of jack 
of all trades,” as one of his former col-
leagues told me. Ortis was a rarity in the 
organization. He wasn’t, like his bosses, 
a cop. He was, first and foremost, an 
academic, having recently completed a 
PhD at the University of British Colum-
bia, where he studied the intersection 
of technology and crime. Ortis wrote 
dense, thoughtful papers on how gov-
ernments, primarily in the Asia-Pacific 
region, were failing to take seriously the 
threat posed by internet-literate criminal 
organizations. Drug cartels, anarchists, 
hackers, doomsday cults — all were using 
the World Wide Web, barely a decade old 
at that point, to organize and carry out 
nefarious deeds. Technology, Ortis felt, 
was giving criminals a door to a universe 
far removed from the prying eyes of law 
enforcement, and police needed to adapt.

But the digital world of the early 2000s 
was patrolled largely by troops and spies. 
The National Security Agency, in Amer-
ica, and our own top secret electronic-
surveillance outfit, the Communication 
Security Establishment (CSE), were both 
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seemed a perfect fit. As an academic, 
he believed it was a mistake to hand 
the cyber domain over entirely to sol-
diers and spies. Criminals and organ-
ized crime networks, after all, were the 
earliest and most eager adopters of new 
technology — and that, he argued, made 
the internet police business. And it was a 
business he seemed remarkably good at. 
He struck many of those around him 

as “super competent.” Overconfident, 
maybe, but as one former colleague 
frames it, Ortis was “no more arrogant 
than any other mediocre white dude in 
the public service.” Working within any 
government system has its fair share of 
challenges and headaches, but coworkers 
say handling internal processes was part 
of Ortis’s skill set. Less than a decade  
after joining the force, he became direc-
tor general and, as has been widely re-
ported, had a close relationship with then 
RCMP commissioner Bob Paulson. It was 
an undeniably quick rise, especially for 
a civilian in a system of skeptical cops.

Maybe more skepticism was war-
ranted. Investigative documents from 
Ramos’s trial, and sources in the Can-
adian security world, point to Ortis as 
the origin of the sensitive documents 
that wound up in Ramos’s email. It’s still 

unclear just what else Ortis is alleged 
to have stolen and sold, but as director 
general, he would have had access to 
the most sensitive details on investiga-
tions by all Five Eyes countries. “He had 
a lot of leeway,” a former coworker says. 
His access would have been invaluable 
to foreign governments, such as Rus-
sia’s and China’s, which have engaged 
in long-running cat-and-mouse games 

of espionage with the Five Eyes — Mos-
cow frequently looking for kompromat on 
Western politicians, Beijing often look-
ing to steal commercially valuable infor-
mation from private industry. It would 
have been worth plenty to foreign terror 
groups that regularly find themselves in-
filtrated by undercover operatives. And 
it would have been incredibly useful to 
international criminal outfits, whose 
phone calls and emails are often inter-
cepted, to know which channels were 
safe. Whatever Ortis allegedly took was 
enough, according to the Canadian Press, 
to have the CSE call the breach “severe.” 
(Shortly after his arrest, I contacted his 
lawyer with an invitation to talk about 
the case, but I never heard back.)

The charges against Ortis hint at his 
alleged crimes. Court documents claim 
that, in the winter and spring of 2015, he 

communicated “special operational in-
formation” to “V. R.” — believed to be 
Ramos. But it is also alleged that he com-
municated “special operational infor-
mation” to “S. H.,” “M. A.,” and “F. M.” 
According to Global News, one of those 
sets of initials likely belongs to Farzam 
Mehdizadeh, a currency trader who, 
the RCMP believes, was connected to 
a multibillion-dollar money laundering 
organization that secured cash for Hez-
bollah, Mexican drug cartels, and many 
groups in between. Investigators believe 
Ortis contacted one of Mehdizadeh’s 
business associates, Salim Henareh 
(likely “S. H.”), offering information on 
the RCMP investigation in exchange for 
cash. All told, Ortis is facing ten charges 
under the Security of Information Act 
and the Criminal Code, which allege he 
stole classified information, attempted to 
cover his tracks, and communicated the 
information to a foreign entity or terror-
ist group. Taken together, these crimes 
could carry a lifetime prison sentence.

Investigators appear to have executed 
their first search warrant related to the 
leaks in the summer of 2018, soon after 
Vincent Ramos began cooperating. Over 
nearly two years, the courts authorized 
more than two dozen warrants, searches, 
and tracking devices in British Columbia 
and Ontario. They called it “Project Ace.”

Maybe this whole saga could have been 
avoided had the rcmp only familiarized 
itself with Ortis’s academic work. Read-
ing his PhD thesis, it’s hard not to see fore
shadowing of what he would, eventually, 
be accused of doing. He notes, for ex-
ample, that in the late 1990s, the Penta-
gon faced down an extensive effort to 
steal sensitive military information from 
its servers. The hack, dubbed “Moonlight 
Maze,” exposed that not even the world’s 
most hardened cyberdefences could pro-
tect against dedicated individuals. In-
deed, in his field research, Ortis writes 
that “government officials from two other 
countries acknowledged similar cases of 
serious breaches against military or highly 
sensitive research sites — some originat-
ing internally via a ‘trusted insider.’” More 
than a decade after writing that paper, 
Ortis would be charged with being the 
very “trusted insider” he warned about.
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 W
E KnOW nOW, of course, 
that there were signs — 
disturbing behaviour by 
Ortis repeatedly fl agged to 

rcMP higher-ups. After his arrest, three 
former colleagues fi led a lawsuit accus-
ing Ortis of reigning over a  dysfunctional 
and toxic workplace, even telling one 
of them their work was “ horrible” and 

“ garbage.” The allegations, which have 
not been proven in court, claim that Ortis 

“systematically targeted them and at-
tacked their careers as part of a larger 
plan to misappropriate their work and use 
it for personal gain.” Dayna Young, one 
of the analysts suing the rcMP,  alleges 
that some of the intelligence Ortis tried 
to sell was, in fact, hers. The employees 
say they went to the rcMP with their 
concerns multiple times, but nothing 
came of it.

In February, Global News reported 
that an rcMP superintendent named 
Marie-Claude Arsenault had joined the 
lawsuit, claiming that, when she worked 
under him in 2016 and 2017, Ortis’s 

“ bizarre and alarming behaviour” caused 
her to suspect he was trying to “deliber-
ately sabotage” rcMP intelligence. She 
claimed to have repeatedly warned her 
superiors and was eventually transferred 
out of the nIcc, which Ortis headed.

It’s still an incomplete picture. Ortis 
stood at the top of his fi eld, not strug-
gling on the middle rungs. Why risk it 
all? In his book The Anatomy of a Spy: 

 Moscow in the 1980s. He began betraying 
his country because he was drowning 
in debt but ended up getting caught by 
amassing an unexplained wealth. If Ortis 
was desperate for money, there are few 
indications of it. His salary, as a senior 
intelligence offi  cial, would have likely 
been in the six fi gures. According to re-
porting, he dressed smartly and liked 
dining out, but he also rented sensible 
accommodations in Ottawa’s Byward 
Market. And his career prospects were 
hardly  stunted. As Ngi noted, he could 
have made orders of magnitude more 
money in the private sector.

Then there’s revenge, often stem-
ming from professional or personal dis-
satisfaction. FBI special agent Robert 
Hanssen spied for the Soviets for more 
than a decade, compromising the identity 
of countless American agents in the USSr, 
until the fall of the Berlin Wall. While his 
betrayal paid well, Hanssen would later 
confess he felt “rage” at having been 
passed over for promotion at the  bureau. 
It’s hard to imagine that Ortis — one of 
the golden boys of the  rcMP — would 
have been frustrated with his  employer. 
His ascension through the ranks was 
remarkable.

In the end, it may not make sense to 
psychoanalyze his actions. Ortis was bril-
liant, wasn’t shy about it, and appears to 
have been caught selling secrets to the 
very type of criminal  organization he was 
tasked with investigating. Maybe there’s 

A  History of Espionage and  Betrayal, 
 Michael Smith describes four main 
 motivators for going rogue: lust, money, 
ideology, and  revenge. Ortis fi ts awk-
wardly into those categories.

Lust is a powerful motivator. The East 
German Stasi was said to be parti cularly 
adept at the honeypot — using roman-
tic entanglements to encourage secret 
holders to betray their countries. Over 
the course of the Cold War, some forty 
women were prosecuted for slipping state 
secrets to their lovers, who turned out to 
be spies working for the Soviets. Those 
who knew Ortis,  several of whom spoke 
to the National Post,  suggest that, for all 
or most of his time at the  rcMP, he was a 
workaholic bachelor. With its long hours, 
his career seems to have left little time for 
dalliances with, say, Russian diplomats.

Ideologically driven espionage tends 
to line up with a cause. Daniel Ellsberg, 
the man who leaked the Pentagon  Papers, 
stole government documents in the hope 
that they would end the Vietnam War. 
Ortis, on the other hand, didn’t seem 
to have any discernible politics. “I can 
tell you what I told the rcMP: if he was 
extreme in his beliefs in any way, I cer-
tainly would remember, and I don’t re-
member any such thing,” says Tom Ngi, 
a fellow student who wrote code that 
helped Ortis analyze data for his thesis.

Espionage also pays well. cIa case 
 officer Aldrich Ames made some 
$2  million (US) by selling secrets to 
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no great explanation of why beyond the 
fact that he simply did. Maybe the sport 
was in the game, regardless of what side 
he was playing for.

 O
rtis’s alleged crimes, how-
ever, do point to a fundamen-
tal problem with the RCMP: 
how it investigates its own. 

Any department that handles top secret 
material is required to do regular checks 
of staff with security clearance. CSIS, for 
example, conducts polygraph tests at five-
year intervals. One former intelligence 
official told me, flatly, that the RCMP’s 
internal processes are “not as good as 
they should be.” Indeed, an audit of the 
agency’s personnel security-screening 
process, published in 2016, found it “not 
sufficiently rigorous.” And, while it has a 
Truth Verification Section — a unit dedi-
cated to particularly difficult interroga-
tions of suspects and witnesses — the 
RCMP seems to have generally been neg-
ligent about vetting its own staff.

Employee reviews, however, are only 
one way of probing for weaknesses. 
Robust security protocols also demand 
regular auditing of classified informa-
tion. When Ortis’s residence was raided, 
investigators found dozens of encrypted 
computers, according to the cbc. While 
it’s not known yet what these comput-
ers held, taking any sensitive docu-
ments home is enough to raise eyebrows. 
According to a former intelligence offi-
cial, it’s generally uncommon to leave the 
office with files marked secret. To walk 
off with anything top secret is strictly 
forbidden. Such files are typically ac-
cessed only in a SCIF — short for Sensitive 
Compartmented Information Facility. It’s 
a room where cellphones, laptops, or any 
other devices are prohibited and where 
walls are usually reinforced to prevent 
electronic eavesdropping. To prevent 
breaches and theft, security agencies are 
also supposed to keep precise records of 
who handled what classified assets when. 
These safeguards are standard for all Five 
Eyes and most NATO countries, given that 
a large portion of top secret material is a 
blend of intelligence from various inter-
national agencies. If one agency is lax, it 
could expose the secrets of allies.

Which is why the Ortis affair is such 
a calamity for Ottawa and the spy bosses 
on Ogilvie Road, where CSIS and the 
CSE are headquartered. The fact that the 
breach first happened some four years 
before Ortis was arrested is especially 
embarrassing. (Compare it with other 
leakers from the digital era, such as for-
mer US Army private Chelsea Manning or 
ex–Air Force intelligence officer Reality 
Winner: each exfiltrated sensitive in-
formation with ease, yes, but each was 
promptly identified.) If a partner in the al-
liance can’t be trusted, it may weaken the 
vital openness of the Five Eyes partner
ship. Such moves could inspire countries 
to withhold material.

Canada has had a few of these em-
barrassing high-profile episodes. But 
so have its allies. Most notably, in 2013, 
National Security Agency contractor 
Edward Snowden leaked thousands 
of top secret documents about the US 
government’s surveillance methods. In 
2017, Wikileaks released details of the 
CIA’s Vault 7, a database of powerful hack-
ing tools. One of the most effective strat-
egies after a leak, according to a former 
intelligence official, is the rather cynical 
practice of saying “maybe you tomorrow.” 
That is, you remind other agencies that 
they, too, have had leaks. And they will 
likely have more. It was Canada today, 
but it may be you tomorrow.

That strategy only goes so far if Can-
ada can’t prove that it’s taken significant 
steps to address security deficiencies. 
RCMP commissioner Brenda Lucki has 
insisted that “mitigation strategies are 
being put in place” — presumably to avoid 
another Ortis. What those strategies are, 
however, Lucki hasn’t said.

 C
ameron Ortis’s story tells 
us a lot about insider threats 
at the government agencies 
designed to protect us. But, 

if the charges against him are true, his 
story also tells us an enormous amount 
about the value of in-depth, investiga-
tive policing.

In February, CSIS director David Vig-
neault gave a virtual address to the Centre 
for International Governance Innovation, 
warning that “any individual with inside 

knowledge of — or access to — an organiz-
ation’s systems can be targeted by hostile 
intelligence services.” He told the audi-
ence that the “significantly more complex 
environment” necessitated more pow-
ers for CSIS “to use modern tools.” It’s a 
variation of what the RCMP has also long 
lobbied for. In 2016, then commission-
er Bob Paulson warned that “the single 
most important issue we have” was the 
threat of “going dark” — referring to the 
ability of criminals to hide behind strong 
encryption standards. Indeed, Canada 
is joining a chorus of national security 
agencies in other Five Eyes countries that 
have pushed for ever-broader powers 
to outlaw or weaken these encryption 
standards in order to better hunt down 
criminals everywhere.

One threat of particular concern is 
something called Pretty Good Privacy, 
or PGP. Over the years, PGP has become 
the bedrock of modern encryption — it 
was the foundation of Phantom Secure —  
and has influenced the technology used 
to scramble data in WhatsApp, Signal, 
iMessage, Wire, and a host of other popu-
lar messaging clients. The concept is 
rather simple: PGP gives anyone, through 
a series of equations, the ability to gener-
ate a string of letters and numbers — a key. 
That key, a version of which is uploaded 
publicly, is used to encrypt any message 
or file the user wants. A whistleblower, 
say, may want to contact a journalist 
securely. To do so, they may use the jour-
nalist’s public key. The journalist, in turn, 
can read the message only once they un-
lock it with their private key.

While we know that security services 
in Canada and abroad have figured out 
all manner of hacks to beat commercial 
encryption, PGP remains more or less 
secure. In his thesis, Ortis predicted what 
would happen when criminals have pri-
vacy defences that outpace the investiga-
tive methods available to police. “Faced 
with a quickly evolving predator,” Ortis 
wrote, governments will try to turn the 
tables with “more police and more laws 
and, possibly even framing the problem 
as a threat to ‘national security.’”

Some governments have tried exactly 
that. Singapore has long given its police 
agencies the power to force citizens to 
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strong encryption. Far from it. He argued 
that police agencies too often treat the 
internet as “a kind of black-box.” As 
governments spend more time worry-
ing about how to crack encrypted com-
munications, the most eff ective way for 
them to combat digital criminals — even 
in their own ranks — continues to be low 
tech. Tactics used in eff ective online in-
vestigations aren’t all that diff erent from 
how cops bust drug rings or organized 
crime groups in real life. It was, after 
all, a Faraday pouch — a bag lined with 
aluminum — and the capture of a cyber 
kingpin that ultimately led to Ortis him-
self. Good police work, not draconian 
laws, dismantles  criminal enterprises. 
Ortis was right. So right that he may go 
to jail for it. �

JUSTIN LING  is a Montreal-based 
 freelance journalist and author of the 
book Missing from the Village, which was 
published last September.

decrypt their communications. In 2018, 
Australia passed a bill requiring technol-
ogy companies to decrypt any messages 
sent on their platforms. While the full 
impact of that law hasn’t yet been felt, 
the Guardian has reported that Austral-
ian police may use their new powers to 
snoop on McDonald’s free Wi-Fi or on 
citizens’ online-shopping habits.

But, as Philip Zimmermann — who 
invented PgP — told me recently, fi ght-
ing against encryption and against the 
evolution of technology is like trying to 
force Henry Ford to limit the size of his 
cars’ engines in order to stop Bonnie and 
Clyde. It’s “a fool’s errand.” And Ortis’s 
own arrest shows why. During the years 
the  rcMP spent trying to convince the 
public it needed expansive new legisla-
tive powers to do its job, its top brass was 
 allegedly spiriting away its secrets to a 
criminal encryption company.

Ortis wasn’t fatalistic about the threat 
that cybercriminals pose in a world with 
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Peter and Sarah O’Hagan
Penguin Random House Canada
Randi Rahamim
Irfhan Rawji and Christine Armstrong
Teck Resources

Inspirational Canadians $1,000+

Zahra Al-Harazi
Ian Alexander*
Shelley Ambrose* and Douglas Knight, CM
The Honourable Jack Austin, CM, OBC
Shari Austin
Bruce Bailey
Lisa Balfour Bowen
Annette Balgord*
Andrea Barrack
Ed Barrett
Peter Bethlenfalvy
Borden Gervais LLP
Lianne Brossard



Martha Burns
The Butterfield Family Foundation
Paul Cohen and Shelley Adler
Heather Conway*
Morris and Ann Dancyger
Emma Donoghue
Cornelia Duck
William Fox
Jessa Gamble
Irene Giesbrecht
Elizabeth Gomery*
Don Green, CM, and Denyse Green
Shirley Greenberg, CM
The Honourable Mary Hetherington, CM
Hill+Knowlton
Alyssa Hussein
Richard Ivey, CC, and Donna Ivey
Susie and Vahan Kololian
D’Arcy Levesque
Philip B. Lind, CM
Elizabeth and Charles Long
Hugh and Laura MacKinnon
Ron Mannix, OC, AOE
Bambina Marcello
Mark McLean
Andrew and Mags Moor
David and Patricia Morton
Scott Mullin
Marcella Munro
Marnie Paikin, CM, and Larry Paikin
Mary Rozsa de Coquet, CM
Margaret Sellers
Sylvia Shortliffe
Duncan Sinclair, CM
Gillian* and Paul Smith
Donald Tapscott, CM
Lee Taylor
Susan Thompson, OM, and Darcy Thompson
Triple Flag Precious Metals Corporation
The Writers’ Trust of Canada
Kamy Zarbafi
Anonymous (1)

The Walrus  
Editorial 
Fellowship 
Program
An investment in the fellowship 
program is an investment in the 
future of Canadian journalism.  
We thank the following donors 
for their support of early-career 
journalists, who receive dedicated 
mentorship and training at  
The Walrus.

Donors

Adventure Canada
The Chawkers Foundation
Geoff Beattie and Amanda Lang
Journalists for Human Rights
Power Corporation of Canada
TD Bank Group

Optimistic 
Canadians
Multiyear commitments enable 
The Walrus to plan on a longer 
horizon and execute projects 
in an environment designed for 
success rather than survival.  
We thank the following 
community leaders for their 
ongoing support.

Visionary Donors

The Barry and Laurie Green Family 
Charitable Foundation

Donald K. Johnson, OC 
Mike and Martha Pedersen
Gretchen Ross and Donald Ross, OC

Champion Donors

Rosamond Ivey
Louise MacCallum and Michael Barnstijn 
The Michael Young Family Foundation 

Ambassador Donors

Helen Burstyn, CM 
Jodi and Gerald Butts
Michael Decter, CM
Rupert Duchesne, CM, and Holly Coll-Black
David and Yvonne Fleck
Roger Garland, CM, and Kevin Garland 
The Honourable William C. Graham, OC 
Richard Haskayne, OC, AOE, and  

Lois Haskayne
Dr. Eric Jackman, CM
The Lakshman Family 
Nadir Mohamed, CM, and  

Shabin Mohamed 
Karen Prentice
Andrew Pringle, CM, and Valerie Pringle, CM

  These donors have made a second 
optimistic commitment.

$500–$999 

Theresa Aspol and Grant Smith
Electa Aust
Stephen Baetz
Paul Beesley
Andrea Boyd*
Andrew Cohen
John Delacourt
Douglas and Margaret Derry Foundation
Nadine Dzisiak
Norman Feaver
Stephanie Ford Forrester
Audrey Fox
Pamela Fralick
Charlotte Gray, CM
Alefiyah Gulamhusein
Alistair Hensler
Jie Hu
Aimée Ippersiel* and Jeff Ryan
Inez Jabalpurwala
Sylvia and Russ Jones Family Foundation
Jodi Kovitz
John Kurgan
Chethan Lakshman
Jack Lawson
Sylvie Legros
David Leonard*
Peter J. Lewis
The William and Nona MacDonald Heaslip 

Foundation
Colin Mackenzie
Randy Marusyk

Friends of 
The Walrus
* Indicates monthly donors

Trevor Maunder
Hartwig Mayer
Janet McDougall
Mags Moor
Margaret Motz
Louise Ouellette
Martha Pedersen
Leslie Penny
John Pepperell
Scott Reid
Theresa Schreiner
Karen Sharlow*
Jack Steedman
Alan Sundeen
Robert Tiessen
Justice Veale
Laurie Walker
Terry Whitehead
Anonymous (4)

$100–$499

Joyce Abbott
L. Abbott
William Abbott
Darcie Acton
Tom Adamchick
Arlene Aish
Howard Aldous
Blaine Allan*
Stephen Allen*
Eleanor Allgood
Anne Anderson
Claire Anderson
Ken Anderson
Sylvie Andrew
Jim Angel
Nick Anthonisen
Josette Arassus
Rick Archbold
S. Artaud
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Allison Atkey
M. Austen
Glen Bailey
James Baillie
Dennis and Patricia Baker
Meryl Baker
Sharon Baker
Melanie Baker-Brown
Donna Baldwin
Clair Balfour
W. Baragar
Gillian Barfoot
Erin Barley
Roy Barr
Shelagh Barrington
John Barron Lang
Brenda Batzel
Terri-Lynn Baxter
Bill Bean
Catherine Bell
Elizabeth Bell
Susannah Belton
Lianne M Bellisario
Susannah Belton
Edward Bergen

Friends of 
The Walrus
* Indicates monthly donors

N. Bergman
Sheri Berkowitz
Raymond Beskau
J. Best
Derek Bewley
John Bielby
David Binns
Larry Bird
Richard Birney-Smith
Dr. Viola I. Birss
Anne Black
Don and Gloria Blacklock*
Gordon Blackwell
Kevin Blair*
Miriam Blair
Doug Blakely
Sheila Block
Mika Blundell
R. Boisjoli
Mark Boomhower
John Boos
Robert Bothwell
Francois Boucher
Pirjo Boucher
Gail Bouchette
Anne Boulton
Ronald Boyce
Jim Boyde
Anne Brace
Dianne Bradley
Lillian Bramwell
Garth Brewer
David Brown
Bill Brown
Eleanor Lois Brown
K. H. Brown

Leone Brown
Larry Brunet
Vicki Bryson
Tim Buckley
Sharon Buehner
Margaret Bullock
Ruth Bulmer
Rosemary Burd
Ian Burgess
Margaret Buckhard
Elizabeth Bush
John Buysschaert
David and Avis Caddell
John Calvert
David Cameron
Barbara Camlin
Marg Campbell
Neil Campbell
Murray Cardiff
Brenda Cardillo
Catherine Carpenter
Edward Carson
Barbara Carter
V. Cartmell
B. Cartwright
James Case
Barrie Chamberlain
Carol Chamberlain
David Chamberlain
Alison Chapman*
Blair Chapman
Catherine Charlton
William Charnetski
Roland Chartrand
Audrey Cheadle
Peter Chellew

Dixon Cheung
Jacqui Chin
Kevin Chong
Nancy Church
Victor Cicansky
Bobbi Clackson-Walker
Tom Clark
R. Allyn Clarke
Peter Clutterbuck
Carol Coiffe
Kim Clark
Patrick Coleman
Megan Collins
Ross Collver
Marilyn Conibear
S. A. Connell
Wayne Connors
Greg Conway
Zita Conway
Audrey Cook
Dorothea Cook
Bonnie Cooper
David Cordery
John Cossom
Simon Couto
Ron Cox
Mary Cranston
James Crawford
Margaret Crawford
Robert Crockford
Gerald Cross
William Cruse
Gary Cuddington
MaryBeth Currie
Grant Curtis
Lucy D’Angelo

2020 Matching  
Gift Campaign:  
This Is Our Moment
The Walrus thanks Diane Blake 
and Stephen Smith for their 
extraordinary generosity in matching 
all donations to our fall 2020 
campaign, up to $100,000. More than 
1,500 donors rose to the challenge, 
resulting in over $220,000 raised to 
power our journalism.

Visit thewalrus.ca/lab to learn more.

The Walrus Lab
In 2020, The Walrus Lab offered 
bespoke services to the following 
organizations in the realm of content 
creation, events programming,  
podcast production, fact-checking, 
editing, and more. 

6 Degrees
Amazon
Audible Canada
Canadian Museum  

of Nature
Deloitte
Global Institute for  

Water Security
The Gordon Foundation

Heritage Canada
Lord Cultural  

Resources
Nature Conservancy 

Canada
Ryerson Image Centre
Shaw Communications
VeriStell Institute
YMCA of GTA



Brian Gibbs
Ole Gierstad
Dennis Giesbrecht
William Gilder
Marga Gillespie
Bruno Gossen
Eric Gossin
Leslie Graham
Robert Graham*
Elizabeth Gray
Geoffrey Greatrex
Melvin Green
Anthony Greig
Jean Grieve
D. C. Griffin
Werner Grimm
James Grout
Helga Guderley
John Gulak
John Gundy
Judith Lynn Gunter
Kathryn Guthrie
Louise Haeber
D. Haglund
Errol Halberg*
C. Haldenby
Heather Hamilton
Howard Hampton
Vincent Hanemayer*
Amanda Hanson Main
E. Hare
Norma Harper
Lynn Haugo
Linda Hawker
Mel Hawkrigg
Tobi Hawthorn
Joan Hayes
Vickie Hayler
Kathryn-Jane Hazel
Louise Hegenbarth
Barry Hegquist
D. Herbert Heine
Sherry Heinze
Barbara Heller
Jeff Hemming
Bob Henderson
Jim and Isabel Henniger
J. Henniger
Judy Heppelle
Mark Heule
Kyle Hiebert*
Yvonne R. Hinks
Al Hnatiuk
Diane Hodgins
Joseph Hodych
Lawrence Hoeschen
Elspeth Hogg
Lucille Hogg
F. Hooper
Jurgen Hornburg
Leone How
E. Howson
Ivana Hrabak
Lonnie Hudson
Sandra Hunt*
Esme Hunt
Joan Hunter
K. Hunter and A. Deale
Maria Hypponen*
Sachi Imada
Clare Irwin
Sue Jackel
Alison Jackson
F. Jackson
Michelle Jamieson
Alan Jamison
Bruce Jamison
Carrol Jaques
Joan Jenkins

Christopher D’Arcy
Sandra Dahl
Alicia Damley
Barbara Datlen-Kelly
Jean Davey
Barry Davidson
Laurie Dawe
Jack Dawson
Mary Jane De Koos
Janice Deakin
Deborah DeLancey
Ruth Dempsey
Les Desfosess
Michael Dewson
Abel J. Diamond
Tony Diamond
Ron and Mary Dickerson
K. L. Dimma
David Diplock*
John Dixon
Pat Dixon
Marian Dodds
Genevieve Dodin*
Brian Dodsworth
Allan Dolenko
Angeline Donais
Bryce Douglas
Bonnie Duffee
James Dufton
Mary Duggan
Nana aba Duncan
Vivien Dzau
Dorothy Easton
Myron Echenberg*
Anne Egger
Carolann Elliott
Robert S. Elliott
Richard Ellis
Nancy Embry
Edwin Enns
Catherine Evamy
Ann Evans
Glynne Evans
Alexandra Evershed
Brian Faber
A. Fales
Robert Fanning
Kevin Faraday
Ross M. Farewell
V. Fernandes
Donna Ferrara-Kerr
Stella Firko
John Fisher
James Fitzgerald
Mike Fitzpatrick
Stephen Fleming
Charlie Foran*
David Forbes
Donald Forbes
Arden Ford
Margaret Ford
Denise Forget
Kenneth Forrest
Mary Forsyth
John Foulds
Stephen Fowler
Audrey Fox
Beverley Foy*
Mary-Ann Freedman
Robert Freeman
Katerina Fretwell
Robert Gaba
Yolande Gagnon
Diane Gamble
Dennis Ganann
Peter Gardiner-Harding
Joyce Gauthier
John Geiger
Michael and Betty Gibbins

Klaus Jensen
Rod Jerke
Frank Jewsbury*
Cheryl Johnson
Faune Johnson*
Gordon Johnson
Paul Johnson
Shauna Johnson
Gail Johnson Morris
David Johnston
Paul Jonak
Lawrence Jones
Sharalyn Jordan
Nina Josefowitz
Gerda Kaegi
Howard Kaplan
William Karelsen
Teresa Karolewski
Emily Kazakov
Arlene Kearn
Elisa Kearney*
Jeremy Keehn
Lin Keehn
Claire Keeley
David Keeping
Patrick Keilty
Violet C. Kelly
John H. Kennedy
Matthew Kennedy
Elizabeth Kerklaan
Ernie Kerr
Susan Kerrigan*
Carolyn Keystone
Bruce Kidd
Annie Kidder*
John Kilby
Diane King
Linda King
Peter Kirby
Peter Kizoff
Lois Klingbeil
Sophie Knapik
Adam Knight
Robert Knight
Marilyn Knowles
Stephen Koerner
Graham Kopjar
Alex Koranyi
Gary and Mary Margaret Koreen
Vicken F. Koundakjian
Kathy Kranias
Federico Krause
Arlene Krawetz
Judy Krol
Terrence Kulasa
Ashwin Kumar*
Scott Kusalik
Sandy Kusugak
William Kyle
Jean L. Lavigne
Lori Labatt
Marilyn Lacate
Samiran Lakshman
Dixi Lambert
Philippe Lamontagne
Lise Laneville
Colleen Lang
John Barron Lang
John Langille
Robert Lannigan
Jane Lareau
Fred Larsen
Jean L. Lavigne
Janice Lawrence
Wayne Lawrence
Jennifer Leavitt
Julien LeBlanc
P. Lee
Joan Lee

Heather Leighton
S. M. J. Lennox King
Corinne Leon
Dale Leslie
Krysta Levac
Gordon Liberty
P. Liebregts
Sylvia Lim
Leea Litzgus
Heather Loffelman
Christine Long
David Lord
Marisa Loude
Leslie Love
Jacqueline Low
Martha Lunderville
Michael Lushington
Pat Luxford
Carolyn Macdonald
Gayle MacDonald*
Georgena MacDonald
Helen Macdonald
Joseph Macdonald
RJ MacDonald
Denise Mackean
Barbara Maclean
Colin MacLean
Gael MacLeod
Mel MacLeod
Michael MacMaillan
Gail Macnaughton
Martha Macneil
Ross MacPherson
Charlotte Macquarrie
Samia Madwar
Athar Malik
Bryan Maloney
Saleem Mamujee*
John Manning
Dorothea Manson
Roger Manson
Suzanne Maranda
Joseph Marini
Renata Marquardt
Teresa Marques
Raymond J Martel*
Peter Mascher*
Susan Massong
David Matchett
Blondina Matheson
R. O. Matthew
David Matthews
Judith Maxwell
Gale May
Michael May
Hugh McArthur
Lindsay McClenaghan
Dann McClure
W. A. McColl
William McCormack
Joanne McCracken
Rita McCracken
Scott McDonald
Terry McDonnell
Linda McEachen
Douglas McEwen
Islay McGlynn
Margaret McGovern
Yuill McGregor
Irene McKenzie
Karen McKenzie
Margaret McLeod
Norman McLeod
R. James McNinch
Greg McPeake
Don McRae
Gordon Merrick
James McKenzie
Grant McKercher
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Anetta McLean
Louise McLean
Chloe McLellan
Philip Micallef
Patrick Michael
William Middleton
Eric Miglin
Bonnie Mihalicz*
Naomi Miles-Berenger
Janina Milisiewicz
Nick Milkovich
Cate Millar
Elizabeth Miller
Peter Milliken
Ann Millis
Ronald Mills
Jim Mitchell
Jean Mitchell
Lawrence Mitchell
Helen Molloy
Elenna Monchesky
Bruce Montador
Fernand Montpellier
Anne Morawetz
Jack Morgan
Anne Morley
Don Morrison
Margaret Motz
Jane Motz Hayes
Claire Mowat
Philip Mueller
David Muir
Georgia Mulholland
Genevieve Mullally
Brendan Mulroy
Elizabeth Mundell
Annamarie Murray
Pearse Murray
Heather Musselman
Bill and Jan Mustard
Peter Naus
Janice Neil
Sandra Nelson
Alan Neville
Margaret Newall
John Newombe
Shirley Newell
William Nicholls
Robert Nicholson
Jayeson Nicols
Jana Nigrin
Michael Norgrove*
Patricia J. North
Audrey O’Brien
Constance O’Donnell
Ronan O’Donnell
Maureen O’Neil
Louisa O’Reilly
Edward Oakes
Anne Marie O’Brien
George Oehring
John Oesch
Richard Ogilvie
Victoria Olchowecki
Jane Osborn*
Tegan Owen*
Chris Paliare
Patricia Palulis

Friends of 
The Walrus
* Indicates monthly donors

Martin Parenteau
Shirley Parker
Garth Parkinson
Martha Mary Parrott
Stephen Partridge
Katherine V. Paterson
Roger Payne*
Charlotte Peach
John Peacock
Michèle Pearson Clarke
Jeff Pedde
Maria Peluso
Stephen Penny
Robert Petney
Stephanie Percival*
Dean Percy
Gary Petch
Edward Peter
Ring Peterson
Sandra Phipps
Franca Piccin
Simon Piette*
Catherine Pigott
Jennifer Pike
Rui Pinto
Patricia Pitsula
Richard Pond
Ron Pond
L. E. Poole
Anna and Julian Porter
Erin Prendergast*
Tricia Prosser
Michael Prupas
Christina Quelch
Anne Quick
Harold Quinn
Kevin and Dale Quinn
Mary Lou Rabb
Thomas Raedler
Jonathan Rahn
Kathleen M. Ramsay
A. Ramsay
Prem Rawal
Joy Reddy
Blaize H Reich
Ailean Reid
Dennis Reid
Jane Reid
Ross Rennie
R. Renwick
Sherry Richardson
Abra Rissi
John Ritchie
Diana Rivington
Carol Rix
Brian Roadhouse
Joy Roberts
Leslie Roberts
W. Mark Roberts*
Betty Robertson
Florence Robertson
Janet Robertson*
Scott Robertson
Suzanne Robotti
Gerald F Robson
Robert Robson
Jonathan Rockliff
Andrew Rodger
Wilson Rodger
Hazel Rodrigues
Susan Roe*
Greg Roger
Bryan Rogers
Beth Ross
Elspeth Ross
Gordon Ross
Kevin Roy
Ihor Rudensky
Marg Rudy

Rolf Rummeda
Donna Runnalls
Ellen Russell
Roger Ryan
Carl Sack
Judie Sahadeo
Lena Sahlman
Devra Samson
Karel Sanders
Elsie Sanderud
Daniel Sandler
Pete Sarsfield
Reza Satchu
Gary Saunders
Muren Schachter
William Schepanovich
Martha Schiel
Matthew Scholtz
B. Scott
Brian Scott
Dan Scott
Larry Scott
Chris Seiderman
Bruce Sellery
Charlotte Senay
David Severson
John Sheffer
Yvonne Shewfelt
Michael Shirley
Luke Shwart
Catherine Siba
Bernard Silverman
Chris Simard* and  

Hanita Briggs-Simard
Sherry Simon
Donna Simpson
Robert Simpson
John Sinclair
Sacha Singh
Christine Skene
D. Louise Sloane
Mary D. Smith
Neil and Lori Smith
Janet Smith
Margaret Smith
Bryan Smith
Karine Snowdon
William Solomon
Christopher Sorley
Geraldine Spring
Jane St. John
Lisa Stacey
Joan Stelling
Toni Steven
Alison Stevens
Barbara Stewart
Don Stewart
David Stock
Dave Stolee
Flaurie Storie
Neil Stride*
Marion Strawson
Nancy Sutherland
Terry Sutherland
Robert Sutton
Alar Suurkask
Ruth Syme
John Symons
Norman Taggart*
Robert Tannas
Carol and Charles Tator
Allan Taylor
Donald Taylor
J. Tener
Barbara Terry
Jeanine Thomas
William Thomas
Joan Thomson
Larrie Thomson

Mandy Thomson
Elizabeth Thorpe
Ed Thrasher and  

Patti Narozynski
Judy Tranter
Linda Tremblay
Bill and Kathleen Troost
Frank Tucker
Dorothy Turner
Katherine Tweedie
C. Ann Unger
Linda Van Der Kamp
Aritha Van Herk
Charles Van Wagner
Marijke van Wijk
Nick Vanderkamp
Joan van Hoogmoed
G. Vanstone
Judith Varga
Jeji Varghese
David Vellekoop
Gerson Vineberg
Albert Vivyurka
Marion Voysey
Christopher Waddell
Ray Wagner
Susan Wagner
Kathleen Wall
Kirk Wallis
Ron Walters
Nancy Ward
Peter Ward
Ann Wardrop
Kay Watson-Jarvis
Robert D. Watt
Melvin Webber*
Gordon Webster
Tannis Webster
Robert Weeden
Joan Weppler
Cheryl Wertman
Lars Wessman
Kevin West
Grace Westcott
K. Wheeler
Jennifer Whitfield*
Megan Williams
Robert Williams
Anna Whitley
Anne Wilson
Audrey Wilson
Barbara Wilson
Silvia Wineland
K. B. Winterbon
Bruce Wisbey
Eileen Wittewaall
Bernard R. Wolff
Gerald Woloshyn
Del Wolsey
Sam Wong
John Woollatt
Teri Worthington*
Gail Wylie and  

Dave Wright
Betty L. Young
E. Yuill
Andrew Zdanowicz
Ellen B. Zweibel
Anonymous (42)

We also thank the 
1,718 supporters 
who made 
donations under 
$100 in 2020.



The Ambrose 
Leadership 
Fund
The Ambrose Leadership Fund 
was established in honour of 
former executive director Shelley 
Ambrose, who retired in June 
2020. During her fourteen-year 
tenure at The Walrus, Shelley 
helped us to grow in every way 
possible. We thank the following 
donors, whose generous 
contributions were directly 
invested in the people and 
activities that elevate our work.

Help The Walrus build on  
a  foundation of exceptional 
 leadership.
Support the Ambrose Leadership Fund today at  
thewalrus.ca/leadership

Pam Krause
Labatt Brewing Company Limited
Laura Lavie
Jerry Lazare
D’Arcy Levesque
John Lounds
Bruce MacLellan and Karen Girling
Samia Madwar
Ann McCaig, CM, AOE
Roxanne McCaig
The Honourable Margaret Norrie McCain, 

CC, ONB
The Honourable Frank McKenna, OC, and 

Julie McKenna
McKesson Canada
Jess Milton
Scott Mullin
A. J. Nichols
Chima Nkemdirim
Janice O’Born, OOnt
Peter and Sarah O’Hagan
Maureen O’Neil, OC
Mike and Martha Pedersen
Penguin Random House Canada
Erin Prendergast
Karen Prentice
Andrew Pringle, CM, and  

Valerie Pringle, CM
Donald Ross, OC, and  

Gretchen Ross
Rossy Family Foundation
Jacques Shore
The Slaight Family Foundation
Jane St. John
Liz Tory
Heather Ursu and  

Marcel Kasumovich
Aritha van Herk, CM, AOE
The Honourable Pamela Wallin, OC
Janet and Bill Young

Donors

AGF Management Limited
Zahra Al-Harazi
Ian Alexander
Shelley Ambrose and  

Douglas Knight, CM
Steve Arenburg
The Gail Asper Family Foundation
Shari Austin
Lisa Balfour Bowen
Dmitry Beniaminov
Bruce Bennett and Susan Black
Scott and Diane Burk
Helen Burstyn, CM
Elizabeth Carson
Andrew Chisholm and  

Laurie Thomson
Heather Conway
Mary Cranston
Eva Czigler
Clint Davis and Hilary Thatcher
Michael de Pencier, CM, OOnt, and  

Honor de Pencier
Michael Decter, CM
Martha Durdin
John and Donna Ferrara-Kerr
Ira Gluskin and  

Maxine Granovsky Gluskin
Blake Goldring, CM and  

Belinda Goldring
Don Green, CM, and Denyse Green
Peter Herrndorf, CC, OOnt
Wanda Ho-Pladsen
Chris Jackson
Colin Jackson and Arlene Strom
Donald K. Johnson, OC
Wafa Kadri
Lin Keehn
Thomas Kierans, OC, and Mary Janigan

Please call 416-971-5004 ext. 238  
with any questions or feedback on this list.

The Walrus sparks essential Canadian conversations  
on the subjects that matter most. 

Please support us by joining our community today.  
Scan here or visit thewalrus.ca/donate. 

Join Our Community 



require adjustments, whether it’s a small 
change in date or a major interpreta-
tive clarification. Once these corrections 
are made, the story is ready to be pub-
lished, and we can be assured that it is 
unshakeable. At least, that’s the idea.

Of course, few people out-
side of journalism know about 
traditional fact-checking. Even 

within the industry, the practice has be-
come increasingly rare over the past dec-
ade of media layoffs and budget cuts. But 
it’s the approach I’m most familiar with: 
behind-the-scenes and meticulous, with 
a touch of pretentiousness. This standard 
was established by Time and The New 
Yorker in the early 1900s, when magazines 
were most concerned with protecting 
themselves from public criticism and 
libel lawsuits. (Back then, fact-checking 
was a woman’s job. According to the Col-
umbia Journalism Review, writers such 
as gonzo journalist Tom Wolfe saw The 
New Yorker’s fact-checking department as 

“a cabal of women and middling editors all 
collaborating to henpeck and emasculate 
the prose of the Great Writer.”)

This kind of fact-checking, however, 
wasn’t built for the immediacy and viral 
spread of online news. Amid the growing 
phenomenon of “fake news,” journalists 
needed something more reactive. The 
term fake news became widely used during 
the 2016 US presidential election, when 

A
t nineteen, I moved 
to New York City for my 
first magazine intern-
ship. I was hired as a fact 
checker, and at the time, 
I knew little about the 

practice; it hadn’t yet gained the popular-
ity it now enjoys, with regular headlines 
about “Fact-Checking the President in 
Real Time.” I interpreted fact-checking 
literally: journalists report facts, some-
times they make errors, and fact checkers 
clean everything up before the story is 
published.

This was roughly the process that 
awaited me at Harper’s: every day for 
three months, I sat with three other 
young journalists, meticulously research-
ing sentences that would appear in the 
upcoming issue. Once we had investi-
gated a fact to satisfaction, we pored over 
our work with an imperious senior editor, 
who would interrogate us about nuances 
and details. I was thrilled by the rigour of 
the process. When our work was done, 
the published product would be empir-
ically incontestable. Over the next few 
years, I worked as a freelance fact checker 
for various publications, and I eventually 
became head of research at The Walrus 
for two years, until 2019 — a job in which  
I took on a similar role to that of the im-
perious Harper’s editor. 

I learned that the steps to fact-
checking at The Walrus are exactingly 

methodological. Fact-checking a story is 
different from reporting it from scratch: 
you start with a finished product, work-
ing backward to confirm its accuracy. 
Before an article can be published, the 
writer provides what’s called a research 
package — typically an electronic file con-
taining the documentation they used in 
their reporting, audio and transcripts of 
conversations with sources, and a draft of 
the story in which every statement is foot-
noted with reference to the source that 
should confirm it. The fact checker takes 
this material and starts by isolating each 
fact from the story (typically with coloured 
pens and highlighters), then verifies them 
with the relevant sources, which could be 
scientific studies, experts, or the people 
directly involved. Whenever possible, the 
magazine defers to primary sources. The 
number of daily new covid-19 cases in 
Montreal, for example, would be con-
firmed not by reading news reports but 
by going directly to the official tally on 
Quebec’s health ministry website — or by 
calling the city’s public health authority.

No fact is too minor to be checked: 
celebrities’ names, basic mathematical 
statements, or even that winter in the 
northern hemisphere ends in February. 
(Actually, depending on whether one 
uses the astronomical or meteorological 
definition of the seasons, winter could 
end in March.) Every article — and I mean 
every article, including this one — will 

media

After the Facts
The post-truth era of fake news fuelled a push for greater accuracy. Is it working?

by viviane fairbank 
illustrations by josh holinaty
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the internet was flooded with inaccurate 
information. A BuzzFeed News investiga-
tion at the time showed that many of these 
deliberately false headlines came from 
an unexpected source: content writers in 
Macedonia were profiting off the adver-
tising revenue from the increased traffic 
on their sites.

False content online has only multi-
plied over the years. But the fake news 
designation has also been used to serve 
all kinds of purposes — including, in-
creasingly, to disparage real news re-
porters — so most experts now avoid the 
term. Instead, researchers usually talk 
about disinformation, which is purpose-
fully false, and misinformation, which 
is unwittingly false (either because the 
publisher made a mistake or because the 
person sharing the content did). As false 
content spreads through social media 
networks, it can oscillate between the 
two, and it can manifest in various forms, 
including memes, tweets, or “imposter” 
content made to imitate real news stories. 
Last summer, for example, a list of ad-
vice — some accurate, some dangerously 
inaccurate — about covid-19 prevention 
made the rounds on social media, falsely 
attributed to various health officials in-
cluding BC’s Bonnie Henry.

We now consider disinformation a de-
fining part of the contemporary experi-
ence. In 2016, Oxford Languages chose 
post-truth as its word of the year. The es-
sential characteristic of our age, the ac-
companying press release stated, was 
the loss of a distinction between truth 
and feeling; we were entering an era in 
which “objective facts are less influen-
tial in shaping public opinion than ap-
peals to emotion and personal belief.” 

Governments and social media com-
panies have employed various strategies 
to address the threat of disinformation, 
including closer scrutiny of political ads, 
flagging posts as “inaccurate,” or tweak-
ing algorithms to favour reliable outlets. 
But these efforts have had little effect on 
the widespread production and sharing 
of disinformation.

Journalists and media organizations, on 
their end, have championed fact-checking 
as the silver bullet — not the prepublica-
tion kind done at Harper’s or The New 

I now wonder: What if it is precisely our 
manner of clinging to the idea of “facts” 
that has aggravated the problem?

I’ve now come to believe there’s an-
other, more salient characteristic of our 
age, beyond the post-truth designation. 
It is a relic of the past few centuries of 
rationalism in the Western world: the 
idea that there can ever be a definitive 
distinction between fact, on the one 
hand, and everything else, on the other. 
We maintain that journalists — our de 
facto heroes in the fight against mis- and 
disinformation — are capable of distilling 
truth from the murky waters of interpret-
ation, opinion, and ambiguity in such 
a way as to present the only true reality 
of the world. Implicit in the presenta-
tion of 2016 as the year after which facts 
needed to be differentiated from their 

“alternatives” is the idea that it is actually 
always possible to do so — that we can 
know immediately and with absolute 
certainty, for example, that homemade 
cloth masks provide reliable protection 
against covid-19. In theory, it may seem 
easy enough to agree on whether a state-
ment is true: simply check whether all 
available evidence supports the claim or 
at least does not refute it. But, in practice, 
we struggle to agree on what makes a fact 
and how to present it — even as we agree 
on the importance of being able to do 
so. We intuitively maintain that opinion 
and truth exist in different realms, yet 
removing interpretation entirely from 
factual reporting is impossible.

Today, I believe the naive view of facts 
has only fuelled the rise of disinformation 
and polarization. Fact check has become 
a political signal such that journalists’ 
very attempt at neutrality ruins any 
chance of communicating with those 
who don’t already believe them. This is 
not just a media industry problem; it is 
a pressing issue with consequences for 
everyone hoping to engage in productive 
dialogue. Though journalists have clearly 
invested in fact-checking, trust in news 
media has continued to erode, and re-
searchers have found that exposure to 
contentious media discussions about fake 
news decreases trust further. According to 
Gallup’s annual governance poll, by 2020, 
60 percent of Americans said they trusted 

Yorker but the public-facing kind done by 
PolitiFact or the Washington Post: instead 
of verifying stories written by an out-
let’s own reporters, fact checkers apply 
the same filter to public claims, such as 
politicians’ statements or other outlets’ 
reporting, then publish the results. Ac-
cording to this interpretation, to fact-
check someone’s claim is to find all the 
relevant primary sources (budget docu-
ments, election results) and point out, 
in a published article, any errors in their 
declaration. Instead of printing only what 
one knows to be true by virtue of hav-
ing fact-checked it, journalists explicitly 
call a person or organization wrong in 
order to correct the record after the 
fact. In this sense, the most famous fact 
checker of our time is reporter Daniel 
Dale, who rose to fame via the ambitious 
goal of itemizing the lies told by Donald 
Trump throughout his presidency (a total 
of 30,573 false and misleading claims, 
according to the Washington Post).

In 2014, there were fewer than sixty 
initiatives around the world focused ex-
clusively on checking others’ claims, ac-
cording to the Duke Reporters’ Lab; today, 
there are more than 300. The growing 
instinct to fact-check isn’t particular to 
journalists either: it’s part of a growing 
cultural movement emphasizing revision 
and debunking. Popular podcasts such 
as Revisionist History and You’re Wrong 
About ask us to change our understand-
ing of well-known stories, while tell-all 
memoirs promise to give us the “real 
story” about crime, government mis-
conduct, and our favourite celebrities.

Like many journalists, I used to sub-
scribe to what philosopher Neil Levy calls 
the naive view of fake news: that today’s 
problems of political polarization and ex-
tremism are caused at least in part by the 
spread of inaccurate information, and that 

“careful consumption and fact-checking 
can eliminate the problem.” According to 
this view, people who share false content 
do so because they believe it to be true. 
Everyone means to share real news — they 
are simply making a mistake when they 
don’t. If this were true, then by simply 
correcting the record, we would make 
all of our post-truth problems go away. 
Instead, those concerns have grown, and 
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accurate information was consistently 
presented to them. In other words, O’Con-
nor and Weatherall write, “individually 
rational agents can form groups that are 
not rational at all.” According to these 
models, which information someone 
chooses to believe will depend primarily 
on who is passing it along; trust trumps 
accuracy every time. Polarization be-
tween groups with different beliefs is 
therefore easy to incite, and once this 
polarization is established, no amount of 
fact-checking from outside a particular 
community will convince the people 
within it to change their minds.

Media-literacy campaigns often seem 
like the most promising solution to this 
problem: instead of simply giving people 
facts, we should teach them how to assess 
the quality of information on their own. 
But, as a group of researchers in Denmark 
recently concluded, people don’t spread 
fake news because they think it’s real. 
Media-literacy programs are grounded 
in the same kind of naive reasoning as 
fact-checking is: the idea that the spread 
of disinformation is caused by ignor-
ance as opposed to by issues of polariz-
ation and distrust. In the Danish study, 
researchers showed 1,600 Twitter users 
a series of educational videos teaching 
them to identify untrustworthy con-
tent online and examined their Twitter 
interactions before and after they had 
watched the videos. The study found that 
the media-literacy training eff ectively 
taught people to identify false content 
but that this did not dissuade them from 
sharing it afterward. “Participants per-
forming well on the ‘fake news’ quiz were 
just as likely to share untrustworthy news 
stories,” the researchers wrote — leading 
them to conclude that, generally, people 
don’t share fake news because they ac-
tually believe in the content’s accuracy. 
Rather, they believe in its value.

Hugo Mercier, another researcher, has 
argued that the overwhelming majority 
of people who share disinformation on-
line know that it’s inaccurate. Mercier’s 
social experiments suggest that, when 
people share “fake news,” they do so be-
cause they think that it’s funny, or that 
it’s interesting, or that it will demonstrate 
their allegiance to a particular social 

mass media “not very much” or “not at 
all.” This problem cannot be solved only 
by fact-checking Trump’s press confer-
ences: those who already believe Trump 
have no reason to accept our fact checks. 
Without a trusted forum for conversation, 
we lose the ability to establish a common 
ground from which to converse and de-
bate; we lose the ability to understand or 
negotiate with one another at all.

S ince 2016, newspapers have begun 
devoting columns to fact-checking 
the tweets, campaign promises, 

and speeches made by politicians and 
pundits. This public fact-checking has 
become a way for daily outlets to gain 
credibility and readership as their ad 
and subscription revenues disappear. 
Attach the term fact check to the headline 
of any news article and it has a similar 
effect to adding “Based on a true story” 
to a movie poster: it demands credulity 
while promising a touch of drama.

Prepublication fact-checking, on the 
other hand, is time consuming, laborious, 
and largely invisible. Due to budget and 
time constraints, newspapers typically 
do not independently fact-check their 
own articles. Podcasts, radio shows, and 
TV networks also rarely fact-check their 
work. Plummeting ad revenues have 
pushed many magazines to shutter or 
dramatically cut their fact-checking de-
partments. These changes are concern-
ing for the state of the industry. When 
I began working in journalism, I knew 
what it meant for an article to be fact-
checked: the same established standards 
of sourcing and methodology applied. 
Today, as the term fact check is adopted 
by more publications, it is used to de-
scribe a growing number of practices 
that don’t necessarily conform to the 
same definition.

The most rigorous kind of public 
fact-checking is conducted by members 
of Poynter’s International Fact-Checking 
Network, a partnership of media organ-
izations created in 2015 to unite under 
methodological standards and a code 
of principles. This includes PolitiFact, 
the Pulitzer-winning website that rates 
claims, such as politicians’ statements, 
based on their accuracy. In the past few 

years, even as many news organizations 
have closed their doors, the IFCN’s mem-
bership numbers have skyrocketed.

Members of the IFCN must be public-
facing and must have strict principles for 
transparency, neutrality, and reporting, 
says Cristina Tardáguila, the network’s 
associate director. But only about ninety 
fact-checking organizations, out of the 
hundreds in existence, have made the 
cut. And there’s nothing stopping other 
publications and public figures with 
lesser standards from publishing their 
work under the fact check label, riding 
on the legitimacy of the term without 
being rigorous about the content. (This 
is exactly the case for many YouTube vid-
eos “fact-checking” coronavirus news.) 
It’s as though today, as Tardáguila puts 
it, “anyone can fact-check.” On the sur-
face, that may seem like a good thing: 
fact-checking should not be elitist. But, 
without any agreement on standards, 
some fact checkers’ work could unwit-
tingly add to the digital cocktail of mis-
information and polarization. 

“There is a pervasive idea in West-
ern culture that humans are es-
sentially rational, deftly sorting 

fact from fiction, and, ultimately, arriving 
at timeless truths about the world,” write 
Cailin O’Connor and James Weatherall, 
two philosophers of science, in their 2020 
book, The Misinformation Age: How False 
Beliefs Spread. This conception of ration-
ality dictates that, “if we want to achieve 
better outcomes — truer beliefs, better 
decisions — we need to focus on improv-
ing individual human reasoning.” It is 
tempting because it tells us that news 
consumers form inaccurate beliefs by ac-
cident and that they can be subtly steered 
toward more accurate beliefs if we simply 
present them with reliable information.

Human beings, however, are more 
complicated. The authors ran several 
mathematical models to illustrate how 
true and false information spreads. As 
soon as they allowed the people in their 
models to be influenced by their peers 
and social networks — as everyone in 
the real world is — the programs would 
sometimes conclude in whole commun-
ities adopting false beliefs even when 
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group. Someone may share a fake news 
item about Justin Trudeau “[ begging] 
Nigeria President for one million immi-
grants,” for example, not because they 
believe it to be true but because it will 
publicize their membership in the social 
group that fi nds such content amusing, 
invigorating, or politically important.

Overwhelmingly, results from social 
science are telling us that fake news is 
not only a problem of false or misleading 
information but also one of social bond-
ing. With this in mind, O’Connor says, 
it’s reasonable to fear that aggressive 
fact-checking may be both ineff ective in 
changing false beliefs and a contributor 
to the very kind of polarization that per-
petuates disinformation. Fact checks that 
begin with the implicit premise “look 
how wrong and stupid these people 

are” lead only to greater mistrust be-
tween groups — and they probably won’t 
 convince anyone who did not already be-
lieve in the facts presented. Sometimes it 
feels like even using the term fact check 
online has become a way to signal mem-
bership in the group of people interested 
in rational and moral superiority.

Not all fact-checking websites refl ect 
this attitude, of course — particularly not 
those that have met the strict require-
ments of the ifcn. For those journal-
ists, fact check is a way of saying “we 
 really did the research.” Still, some fact- 
checking websites are grounded in the 
same attitude as those peddling con-
spiracy theories: a request for the audi-
ence to be skeptical of the outside world 
and trust the site’s content above all else. 
Sure, fact checkers publish true content 
whereas conspiracy theorists clearly do 
not. But, for someone who has already 
decided to distrust mainstream media, 
fact checks are no more trustworthy than 

accusing investigative reporters, ‘You’ve 
been writing about corruption for twenty 
years, but it’s still there, so you suck,’” 
Tardáguila says. Why should the case be 
diff erent for fact checkers? They’re re-
porting on disinformation — not claim-
ing to do anything more.

Indeed, research into fighting dis-
information is beginning to steer away 
from fact-checking altogether. Mason 
 Porter, a mathematician at the University 
of California, Los Angeles is  currently 
working with his team to study how dif-
ferent content spreads online. They hope, 
in the long term, to develop a kind of 

“spam  fi lter” for false content. Porter’s 
team uses  models to illustrate a news 
item’s “spreading tree,” which shows how 
many times and following what  pattern 
a headline is retweeted, liked, and so 

on. Porter’s hypothesis is that content 
shared for its  accuracy lives a diff erent 
digital life than content shared for other 
reasons, such as for political or social 
 signalling. “We want to know how much 
we can explain without taking into ac-
count the actual content,” Porter says. 
The next question would be what to do 
once inaccurate content has been iden-
tifi ed: slapping a big red warning label 
on it wouldn’t be much more helpful, but 
the project would at least solve the prob-
lem of trying to identify dis information 
in the fi rst place, allowing for more nu-
anced research and responses. After all, 
Porter says, “fl agging is much quicker 
than fact-checking.”

To Be cLear: although I am con-
vinced that our cultural reliance 
on fact-checking as a catch-all 

solution is problematic, I don’t inter-
pret these developments as arguments 
against the importance of accuracy. They 

any other news article. In the end, the 
tone in which something is written may 
be just as important as its content.

Take what BuzzFeed dubbed the most-
shared piece of “fake news” on Face-
book during the 2016 US election, which 
racked up more than 960,000 engage-
ments: “Pope Francis Shocks World, 
Endorses Donald Trump for President, 
Releases Statement,” published by etf
News. (This was, to be clear, a blatant 
lie: Pope Francis does not endorse pol-
itical candidates.) Compare it with the 
piece of journalism that had the most 
engagements during the same time 
(849,000 shares, reactions, and com-
ments): “Trump’s History of Corrup-
tion Is Mind-Boggling. So Why Is Clinton 
Supposedly the Corrupt One?” published 
by the Washington Post. Without a doubt, 

the second article was written to meet 
 stricter reporting and accuracy stan-
dards. But both headlines are  nakedly 
partisan; anyone sharing either article 
on social media is making their polit-
ical allegiance clear.

It’s hard to ignore the irony here: 
well-intentioned fact checkers may not 
realize that their work could push some 
people away instead of unifying them 
under a common truth. Arguably, how-
ever, this is not a fact checker’s prob-
lem. Their job is simply to establish an 
accurate record of information — not 
to foster trust in media or communi-
cation between polarized groups. As 
Tardáguila emphasizes, no public fact 
checker claims to be solving the prob-
lem of disinformation. “What we work 
for is to expose people to good facts. It’s 
one step behind,” she says. In fact, “it 
drives fact checkers a bit crazy” when 
people ask them to fi x the problem of 
disinformation. “Nobody goes around 
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 simply serve as important reminders that 
 accuracy isn’t everything. One of the 
problems at the root of these diffi  culties 
is the public’s loss of trust in news media, 
which is not always as un reasonable as 
some of us like to believe.

In a 2020 article for this magazine, 
writer and producer Pacinthe Mattar 
expands on what she calls a “crisis of 
credibility in Canadian media.” Mattar 
recalls travelling to Baltimore, in 2015, to 
put together a cBc radio documentary on 
the demonstrations against police bru-
tality after the death of twenty-fi ve-year-
old Black man Freddie Gray at the hands 
of the city’s police department. Mattar 
interviewed two local men about their ex-
periences of being mistreated by police. 
She later called the police department 
and union to request a  comment, as any 

responsible journalist would, but received 
no response, which is also quite typical. 
When she returned to Toronto, however, 
her producer initially refused to air the 
interviews,  skeptical that the men had 
given her their real names, and questioned 
the veracity of their story. “That’s when 
I learned that, in Canadian media, there’s 
an added  burden of proof, for both jour-
nalists and sources, that accompanies 
 stories about racism,”  Mattar writes.

One reason Mattar’s experience is 
so concerning is because of the diff er-
ent standard to which her work was held 
compared to that of her colleagues. There 
was no more reason to believe the men 
had lied to her than to believe that any 
other source in any other cBc documen-
tary had lied. The whole  journalistic 
enterprise is based on trust: journal-
ists — including fact checkers — decide 
to trust the sources they quote. We do 
as much digging as possible to feel con-
fi dent and responsible about  passing on 

the  information (as  Mattar did by calling 
the police department and union), but we 
 also treat everyone as  equally reliable 
until we have reason to do  otherwise. 
If we do  uncover in consistencies, that’s 
when there’s reason to follow up, add 
qualifi cations, or remove the source 
 altogether. But, until then, if a journal-
ist is comfortable quoting a scientist 
about their research without conducting 
the same scientifi c experiment them-
selves, they should feel  equally com-
fortable quoting a protester about their 
 personal story.

Mattar’s experience is part of a wider 
conversation that broke into the main-
stream last spring. As public demonstra-
tions about systemic racism took place 
across North America, journalists of 
colour also protested the structures 

that, under the guise of “objectivity,” 
 prevent certain kinds of stories from 
being told. What is at stake is the idea 
that journalists can be perfectly object-
ive — that there exists a neutral version 
of every story. But, just like our empha-
sis on “facts,” this notion is grounded in 
the same historical rationalism that has 
made eff orts to fi ght disinformation so 
unsuccessful. It relies on the assump-
tion that only certain kinds of people 
can discern what the  real facts are and 
that only certain kinds of people can be 
neutral — namely those uninvolved in the 
stories. Last year, “many Black journal-
ists . . . said very  loudly and publicly that 
coverage of issues of Black people and 
policing had not been done well,” said 
Denise Balkissoon, previously a long-
time reporter at the Globe and Mail and 
currently executive editor at Chatelaine, 
in her recent Atkinson Lecture on trust 
and disinformation. “Part of the reason 
that it had not been done well is because 

of the  marginalization of Black journal-
ists in journalism organizations.”

This realization should push journal-
ists to confront the ambiguities of “facts” 
head-on. When journalists or media or-
ganizations choose to distrust certain 
voices because of their backgrounds 
or experiences, we become stuck in 

a problematic conception of objectivity 
according to which emotion is a stain on 
the purity of “fact.” If there’s one thing 
I learned over the course of my time as 
head of research, it’s that there is no 
purity to defend here: what we agree 
upon as fact is always changing. During 
much of my work at The Walrus, I wit-
nessed fi rst-hand the harm that comes 
from being too stringent with standards 
of verifi cation, particularly when those 
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standards are ill-informed. For one, 
the kinds of sources that are available 
to “confirm” a fact will change dras-
tically based on context. It may sound 
reasonable, for example, to require that 
all demographic data about the country 
be confirmed by primary government 
sources, such as the annual reports from 
Statistics Canada. That’s a relatively easy 
demand to satisfy for an article about, 
say, the population or development of 
big cities such as Calgary or Montreal. 
But it is an unreasonable standard for 
reporting on, say, First Nations com-
munities in British Columbia. Many re-
cords relating to Indigenous people and 
history have been lost or destroyed — in 
large part because of Canadian govern-
ment policy. According to the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, 200,000 
Indian Affair files were destroyed be-
tween 1936 and 1944. This complicates 
the traditional fact-checking requirement 
for strict sourcing. Those records were 
destroyed in an attempt to obliterate his-
tory, including the details of the federal 
government’s management of residential 
schools. If I refuse to report on something 
because a government record does not 
exist to confirm it, I am essentially per-
petuating the government’s erasure of 
Indigenous history. Instead, I should be 
open-minded about the kinds of sources 
I use, including oral history or commun-
ity testimony.

Magazines with prepublication 
fact-checking practices can accom-
modate these considerations since 
they have the luxury of time. But, when 
I asked Tardáguila about the difficulties 
of fact-checking stories about margin-
alized communities, she answered that 
such complications are typically not the 
concern of organizations that fact-check 
public statements. “We try to focus on 
the very big issues that go viral across 
platforms,” she says. “We don’t think 
about different community contexts and 
records.” The implication is that these 
methodological questions about proper, 
ethical sourcing concern people who 
report stories, not people who fact-check 
disinformation. I understand this per-
spective, but I’m skeptical that there is 
such a distinction: we all have the same 

sources and making sure everyone who 
deserves to participate in a story has an 
opportunity to do so. Today, when I fact-
check a story for a magazine, I call every-
one involved not only because I want 
to confirm the accuracy of their quotes 
but also because I want to underline 
that everyone should be treated equally, 
whether or not the story about them is 
complimentary. It’s this notion of equal 
treatment that deserves more elabor-
ation and investigation in the future: 
different contexts, such as reporting 
on controversial topics or problematic 
people, require different methods. This 
is why, to reestablish trust in media, we 
should focus on teaching people not only 
how news should be consumed (through 
media-literacy programs) but also how 
news should be made, by making our 
own methodologies and internal sourc-
ing debates more transparent.

How the journalism industry should 
heal in the midst of the post-truth era is 
a difficult question; we need some way of 
insisting on the existence of truth while 
acknowledging that its boundaries are 
blurry — that it is reasonable, even ne-
cessary, to push against them sometimes. 
One of the greatest hurdles to this reali
zation is our stubborn separation of 
rationality from emotion, a distinction 
both sides of the political spectrum rely 
on. People on the left will often say it is 
the right’s stubborn belief in a preferred 
alternative reality and its surrender to 
emotions of fear that lead it to problem-
atic views and conspiracy theories. But 
people on the right use the exact same 
rhetoric as those on the left: as Ben Bur-
gis points out in his recent book, Give 
Them an Argument, the right often criti-
cizes the left for being too “emotional” 
and failing to assess situations logically, 
as though feelings themselves cannot 
be rational responses to situations. Both 
sides believe they are the ones best suited 
to make informed decisions based on 
available facts, and each judges the other 
for being incapable of doing the same.

The beginning to a possible solution is 
to realize that, although the world is pol-
itically divided in many ways, the main 
division is not between rational, intel-
ligent people and irrational, emotional 

goal of publishing the truth. Sticking to 
topics in which the facts are “easy” or 
quick to correct — such as established his-
torical narratives and reports published 
by government sources — means ignor-
ing other stories altogether.

Over time, all of these considerations 
have strengthened my conviction that 
journalism is not only about getting facts 
right — it’s also about deciding which 
facts can be confirmed in the first place, 
which ones we choose to include in our 
reporting, and whom we consider fit to 
assess them. These considerations can-
not be separated, yet we often treat them 
like they can be. We pretend that the job 
of an objective journalist is simply to pick 
the right, ready-made facts from a silver 
platter. Really, most of the time, we’re 
cooking from scratch.

I have come to believe that, once we 
have shed our naive conceptions of 
objectivity and rationality, journal-

ists should be comfortable taking into 
account how people feel about our re-
porting — not because we want everyone 
to be pleased about the final product (an 
impossible and problematic goal) but be-
cause we want everyone to feel acknow-
ledged, even if coverage is critical. We 
should, as a rule, be conscious of our 
relationship to our audience. It matters 
whether the people who read and par-
ticipate in our work feel represented, lis-
tened to, and involved — whether they 
feel their experiences are being respected 
instead of held to unfamiliar or unfair 
standards. This, I believe, is how we start 
gaining the trust that O’Connor describes 
as crucial for reducing polarization and 
the spread of “alternative facts.”

With this goal in mind, I hope we come 
to place greater value on prepublication 
fact-checking — perhaps even prioritize 
it over the external, reactive kind de-
spite its greater cost in time and resour-
ces. Establishing an agreed-upon public 
record of fact is undeniably helpful, but 
hammering people with facts, tallying 
their mistakes, or rejecting the legitimacy 
of certain communities will likely only 
worsen polarization and distrust. Pre-
publication fact-checking, on the other 
hand, focuses on collaboration with 
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Asymmetry
by andreae Callanan

Left elbow broken at the age of three
and never quite corrected, bending rogue,
impeding push-ups, locking
me into a childhood of purple 
participation ribbons. Left ankle, thick 
from decades of sprains and fractures, 
sti�  and reluctant and no doubt 
a site of arthritis to come. Left
eye, weak, taking in a blur through pop-bottle
glasses lens, its right-side partner compensating,
always overworked, doing its best but leaving
me clumsy and anxious. Left corner
of my mouth, scarred from a winter’s
collision with dense, untended branches
at the base of a snow-covered hill,
an evening’s sledding brought to a bloody
halt, a lump of lip growing where no lump
should be, a red crack at the edge
of each self-conscious school-photo smile.

The next-to-smallest � nger of my left hand,
embedding my ring in its bulging � esh,
a fat tree swallowing a chain-link fence.

ones. Fact, opinion, and emotion often 
go hand in hand — in politics, journalism, 
and any kind of social interaction.  Lately, 
I’ve been thinking about how these re-
fl ections may apply to the storming of the 
US Capitol, in January, and to the vari-
ous eff orts by journalists to fact-check 
Trump’s and his followers’ claims about 
election fraud. The fact-checking work 
done on this topic was incredibly valu-
able: it provided the necessary informa-
tion for people to understand exactly 
why and how Trump’s claims that the 
election had been “stolen” and that he 
was the real winner were wrong, if that’s 
what they’re interested in doing. But fact 
checks of claims about election fraud 
were published weeks before the storm-
ing of the Capitol took place; if anything, 
the violent reaction in January was evi-
dence that repeating facts into the  digital 

void over and over again will do little to 
change a polarized dynamic. Polarization 
on this topic is so extreme — fuelled by 
the insistence of politicians and media 
on both sides that the other side is cruel 
and hopelessly lost — that information 
coming from outside one’s community 
will likely never be trusted. We still don’t 
know how to engage with people who 
don’t agree with us on our most funda-
mental, sensible beliefs, yet this engage-
ment is a crucial part of any productive 
way forward. In the case of the Capitol, 
we didn’t fail to fact-check: instead, we 
failed to establish, beforehand, the dia-
logue that is required for people to listen 
to and care about facts at all. h

VIVIANE FAIRBANK is a writer and phil-
osophy student based in Montreal and the 
former head of research at The Walrus. 
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born. In cities like Chicago and New 
York and Philadelphia, we took in — and, 
where we could, touched — sleek steel-
and-glass structures, the carved con-
crete of art deco facades, and modern 
entryways by some of the world’s greatest 
designers, including one of my mother’s 
favourites, Frank Lloyd Wright. In the fall 
of 2000, after consulting CAA maps and 
guidebooks from the library, my mother 
planned a kid-free trip for herself and my 
dad to see one of Wright’s most famous 
works. Her plan was to reach the iconic 
Fallingwater, in Pennsylvania, in a two-
day drive. But it would be almost two dec-
ades before Mum was able to access the 
site in the way she’d imagined.

In the summer of 2019, after returning 
from a long road trip, I told Mum that 
I was eager to do a multiday drive and 
just needed a destination. She responded 
that, for years, she had been wanting to 

A
s kids, my younger 
brother and I would 
snicker whenever my 
mother stopped to run 
her palms over what 
she thought was an ex-

citing bit of a building. It could have 
been a limestone handrail at a shop-
ping mall, a granite column at an old 
bank, or reclaimed wood at a hipster  
restaurant; sometimes, she would take 
our little hands and guide us to do the 
same. To this day, I can walk into a room 
and estimate its ceiling height because 
she taught us how to assess the high-
ness and lowness of rooms. I’m also well 
versed in the slip resistances (a technical 
term for slipperiness) of a variety of floor-
ing substrates. Believe me when I say that 
my mother really, really likes buildings.

My mother is an architect . At 
eighteen, she enrolled in architecture 

at Bangladesh University of Engineer-
ing and Technology, a program — and 
profession — bereft of women. She then 
worked in Dhaka, the Bangladeshi capital, 
and Bauchi, Nigeria, before coming to 
Canada in 1988. She has a strong technic-
al background in hospital and long-term 
care design (she was on the master plan-
ning team for Toronto’s University Health 
Network and was one of the design leads 
for Humber River Hospital), but Mum’s 
personal taste has always skewed to the 
artist’s side. At her drawing table, this 
translated into humanizing details, like 
indoor gardens or window angles keyed 
to let in more light — and, of course, her 
love of texture and materials.

Once my mother had inspected most 
of Toronto’s surfaces, family expeditions 
turned south of the border, to landmarks 
she had studied at university in Bangla-
desh, the country where she and I were 
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retrace that route to Fallingwater. But 
she’d never had the time, the energy to 
plan, or a travel buddy to do it with.

I’d heard about the ill-fated trip in 
snippets before, minus several damn-
ing details. My parents’ marriage was 
(as I remember it and as Mum tells me) 
always difficult, and this excursion 
followed that vein. My mother later 
told me she had found herself crying 
to sleep every night during their self-
guided tour, including one night in the 
back of our family van, which was parked 
on the side of the road because her then 
husband had failed to book a hotel. She 
also told me she had been deprived of 
certain key sites that charged entry fees. 
And she had felt rushed, as if the trip 
were a chore rather than an experience 
to be savoured. Within two years, my 
parents had separated, and my dad be-
came entirely estranged from our lives. 
I haven’t had any real contact with him 
since I was a teen, and with no way to 
reach him, I am able to present only my 
mother’s side of this experience.

It is both unsettling and enlighten-
ing to see your parent’s vulnerabilities, 
their soft spots of loneliness, of regret, 
of want. I’ve been my mother’s closest 
companion since I was a teenager, so 
I am under no pretense that mothers 
are indestructible, but I still hate sens-
ing her fragility.

Within a month of the road trip conver-
sation, I mentioned her interest in visit-
ing Wright sites to a friend who happened 
to be a former architecture journalist and 
whose partner was a long-time member 
of the Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation, 
an organization that preserves several 
Wright buildings. Within days, the pair 
sent me a draft itinerary, and two weeks 
later, all four of us — the friend, his part-
ner, my mother, and I — started a Frank 
Lloyd Wright trip that took us from west-
ern New York to western Pennsylvania, 
with visits to seven Wright-designed 
buildings along the way.

While this was ostensibly a treat meant 
for Mum, I found myself caught up in the 
pilgrimage as well. Walking through the 
halls of each house, I thought about not 
only Wright’s life and design choices but 
also my mother’s. Wright died in 1959 

Wright had likely never wanted children 
but, at the very least, built a large play-
room for the ones he had. It was as if, by 
creating an idealized space for a family, 
he could compensate for its absence in 
his real world.

I’ve now seen my mother renovate 
three personal residences, the most re-
cent her three-storey home in Toronto’s 
Little Italy, a residential neighbour-
hood of detached and semidetached 
brick houses originally built by and 
for middle- and lower-class families. 

Always, the kitchens are 
expanded and furnished 
with restaurant-quality ap-
pliances — fitting for us, a 
food-focused family. And, 
on the same floor, Mum re-
serves a large, open living-
dining layout, with long 
tables that can seat eight 
or ten people and cupboards 
that hold nearly forty wine 
glasses and special bowls 
for ice cream. The receiv-
ing areas are adorned with 
art and plush couches, with 
space to hang a dozen coats, 
as though she is readying 
her home for entertaining 
scores of people — but this 
she rarely does.

My mother’s layouts match what I’ve 
heard of her childhood home, in Ban-
gladesh, where her father would regu-
larly host colleagues from the UN or his 
tennis-club buddies. She remembers 
that the guest room was always occu-
pied by some uncle, a friend’s niece, or 
a student awaiting a spot at the univer-
sity residence. Her recollections are full 
of festivities and gaiety, busy memories 
that are so different from my own adoles-
cence. She doesn’t seem to realize, even 
as we visit Wright’s famous houses, that, 
like the iconic architect, she may be ar-
ranging her abode not for current needs 
but to evoke an idea of a model house-
hold — one informed by the home she 
left behind.

I have heard a host of stories from my 
mother’s first days in Canada, but one of 
my favourites is about how Mum came 
upon her first architecture gig in this 

(the year my mother was born), and I can 
draw few parallels between these two 
architects as people. But it wasn’t until 
I learned about how Wright related to 
his homes that I began to understand 
the one my mother had created for us.

My first Wright experience was 
at the Darwin D. Martin House 
Complex, a set of ochre-brick 

buildings on a massive corner lot in an 
affluent suburb of Buffalo, New York. 
Wright scaled homes, regardless of 
whom they were for, to his 
own height — five feet, eight 
and a half inches. I found 
the rooms, whose door 
frames hovered less than 
a foot from my head, cozy 
and cute; one of my trav-
elling companions, whose 
head grazes the six-foot-
four mark, did not. 

Though Wright is known 
for iconic public designs, 
like the Guggenheim Mu-
seum in New York, the vast 
majority of his work con-
sisted of single-family resi-
dences. In describing the 
standard style of home 
being built in the US dur-
ing his time, Wright wrote 
that it “lied about everything” — it had 
no unity, merely a series of boxes with-
in boxes. A Wright home, he contended, 
was harmonious, flowing from room to 
room and outside with a fluidity that 
reflected Wright’s idea of how families 
should function.

The irony is that Wright, who had eight 
children from three marriages, would 
never know a happy family life. In his 
autobiography, Wright notes that he 
never felt a connection to his own father, 
who walked out on his family when his 
eldest son graduated from high school. 
Apparently echoing his father’s ambiva-
lence toward parenthood, Wright once 
wrote, “I am afraid I never looked the 
part. Nor ever acted it. I didn’t feel it. 
I didn’t know how.” His second oldest 
child, John Lloyd Wright, echoed this 
sentiment in his book My Father, Frank 
Lloyd Wright, noting that the senior 
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country. Not long after we arrived, she 
left my brother and me in our father’s 
care, stepped out of the tiny apartment 
she was trying to make into a home, 
crossed Bloor Street West, and walked 
into the office of architect Arthur Erick-
son. She knew of Erickson (who died in 
2009) in much the same way she knew 
of Wright: she had studied his work at 
school, which is what she had told the 
receptionist when she had called to re-
quest an office tour. When she was led 
into Erickson’s personal office (he was 
not present at the time), she slid a very 
short, very handwritten resumé onto his 
desk. A month later, the office manager 
called to offer her a junior position. To 
this day, Mum isn’t sure whether it was 
because Erickson was impressed by her 
tenacity or because, upon finding her CV, 
he simply assumed he must have offered 
her a gig at some point.

This job was within walking distance 
of our little apartment on Irwin Avenue, 
just north of downtown Toronto. From 
her desk on the sixteenth floor, Mum 
could see the yard of Jesse Ketchum Pub-
lic School, where my brother and I were 
enrolled in daycare. I can just picture her, 
in a mint-green silk skirt suit set, sketch-
ing designs and looking out over the 
schoolyard we played in. I wonder where 
my family would be now had my mum 
not gotten that proximal advantage that 
saved her from having to choose between 
work and mothering. Mum continued to 

ascend in her field, eventually becom-
ing financially able to support us on her 
own after she left my dad.

As she manoeuvred through her career 
and new roles required longer hours and 
travel, she sometimes had to put her 
job over her role of a parent. She wasn’t 
always there for school functions or holi-
day breaks. She also missed out on less 
celebratory occasions: she didn’t know 
that I was routinely bullied in high school 
or that, while she spent weeks or months 
at a time on projects in New York, Shang-
hai, and Dubai, her teenage kids were 
figuring out how to cook by watching 
Food Network.

As I grow older, I find myself more and 
more interested in talking to my mother 
about that period of our lives. Sometimes, 
it’s because I’m curious about a detail, 
like how long I slept in her room after 
watching The Ring. (I maintain that it was 
a few months; she, preposterously, claims 
it was nearly twelve.) Other times, it’s be-
cause I want to understand the version 
of her when she was the age I am now. 
These conversations aren’t necessarily 
sweet, sentimental trips down memory 
lane: my mother can be alternately af-
fronted and defensive when I try to revisit 
the past. Her grievance is usually with the 
mere suggestion that she, in some way, 
abandoned her children. The thing is, 
I never felt abandoned, and I never used 
that term. I tell her that I am proud of 
how we managed — she, my brother, 

and I — through that difficult time. Not 
completely mollified, she’ll offer the ad-
age that, whatever she did, she did it only 
for us. Which makes me wonder, Is that 
the whole truth? And does it need to be?

For racialized people and those com-
ing from poorer, non-English-speaking 
countries, immigration carries a certain 
mythology. It is a story that immigrants 
and Canadians collectively laud, the arc 
about the engineer-or-doctor-back-home 
who drives a cab to put their kids through 
university, possibly to become engin-
eers or doctors themselves in their new 
country. At the centre of this narrative 
is the sacrifice of the first-generation 
immigrant, their selflessness in leav-
ing the land they knew for this cold one, 
in passing on their dreams for another 
generation to fulfill. Of course, this 
narrative cannot apply to every immi-
grant family. But it has affected us in 
the way my mother still harbours guilt 
for doggedly pursuing a career not only 
as a woman but as a brown, immigrant, 
single mother. And perhaps it is also 
why she didn’t come to me earlier, when 
she needed help retracing her steps to 
Fallingwater — and finding her own, per-
sonal, selfish, and deserved happiness.

A Wright site is usually like a mu-
seum: visitors, herded by tour 
guides into the centres of rooms 

or balconies so as not to disturb anything, 
can’t get too close to the furniture and 
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decor. Even at Fallingwater — the spot 
that had motivated Mum’s initial road 
trip — she had to keep her hands to her-
self. The outlier for us was Polymath Park, 
a sort of Disneyland for Frank Lloyd 
Wright fans and our final stop. There 
are four structures on the property, two 
by Wright and two by his apprentice. 
We stayed in one overnight, before our 
final event: a private dinner at Mäntylä 
House, a home by Wright that was re-
located from Minnesota and rebuilt, tile 
by tile, on the Polymath site, in Pennsyl-
vania. Diners at Mäntylä have to inter-
act with the art since the multicourse 
meal is served at an original Frank Lloyd 
Wright table. Here, finally, Mum could 
express her tendency to touch, which, 
after days of carefully containing her 
arms and hands, was released with aban-
don upon the hodgepodge collection of 
Wright-designed furnishings and fix-
tures. It was here, while we perched on 
diamond-shaped velvet stools in soft 
desert colours, that I inquired why she 
hadn’t asked me to redo this trip with 
her sooner. “You have your own trips to 
take,” she answered.

Moments later, I carefully pulled out a 
low-backed barrel chair — one of Wright’s 
most recognizable designs — to seat my-
self for dinner as Mum continued to talk 
shop with our companions and the tour 
staff (punctuated, of course, with the 
pat of a beam or the rub of a finial). Her 
back was to a wall of windows, the panes 
five times as tall as they were narrow, 
much like the forest of skinny trees vis-
ible between the frames. This is com-
mon in Wright’s buildings, that the inside 
should mimic or complement the out-
side (Fallingwater has a stream run-
ning from the front walkway into the 
living room), a style he dubbed “organic  
architecture.”

So much of what Wright envisioned 
was rooted in approximation: of nature, 
of a perfect household, of an idealized 
version of America. I wonder, then, 
What would the house look like if it 
were true to his lifestyle rather than to 
his lofty fabrications? Would he have 
included extra bedrooms at the back, 
for a client’s wife with whom he was 
known to have had an affair, in lieu 
of the playrooms and fireplaces he  

thought necessary for a family he created  
in his mind?

I think of my mother’s homes and our 
family life. Mum’s house could more ac-
curately reflect our family’s reality, where 
a four-top table and a single set of dish-
ware would suffice. It is also a painful 
reminder that, for all her measurable 
successes and achievements — checks 
on the immigrant scorecard that have af-
forded us many privileges — there remain 
less tangible, unfulfilled desires on her 
personal lists.

It isn’t fair, though, to brand her de-
signs and her hopes as inaccurate or, even 
worse, unattainable. To do so would be 
to limit my mother to that myth, the im-
migrant identity shaped by necessity. 
Razing that belief means I need to see the 
homes Mum has built in the way Wright 
had envisioned: more symbolically, as 
a blueprint for the family we want to be. 
The homes she created are not a lie but 
a wish. ,

anubha momin is a writer whose work 
has been published by Vice, the CBC, and 
Chatelaine. 
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barbaric to end a children’s book on a 
death, even one that occurs off-page, 
and suggested that the bear could in-
stead beat up the rabbit — which Klas-
sen felt was a much more monstrous  
conclusion.

I Want My Hat Back was published 
with its original ending in 2011, mark-
ing Klassen’s first solo project as both  
author and illustrator. (He had previously 
won a 2010 Governor General’s Award 
for English-language children’s illus-
tration for a book written by Caroline 
Stutson.) Throughout his career, he has 
remained steadfast in trusting that his 

readers, even preschoolers, are capable 
of understanding and appreciating chal-
lenging emotions and darker themes. 
Adults, Klassen says, “have this reaction 
to death where it’s a personal fear.” Kids 

“treat it like anything else — they just want 
to ask questions about it.” The following 
year, Klassen published the second in 
what would become a trilogy of hat books, 
This Is Not My Hat, which included a sim-
ilarly dark plot and for which he became 
the first person to win both the Caldecott 
Medal and the Kate Greenaway Medal, 
two prestigious awards in children’s lit-
erature, for the same book. Both titles 

When the rights to Jon 
Klassen’s first children’s 
book, I Want My Hat Back, 
were being auctioned, he 

recalls that one potential publisher was 
aghast. The story follows an affable bear 
who goes searching for his lost red hat, 
querying a series of animals as to its 
whereabouts. This sounds like a fairly 
standard plot for a kids’ book — until 
you keep reading and learn that the 
bear eventually gobbles up a red-hat-
sporting rabbit who has clearly lied about 
their culpability in the theft. The wary 
publisher, Klassen tells me, felt it was 

images courtesy of candlewick press
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spent more than forty weeks on the New 
York Times Best Sellers list.

This sense of complicating expecta-
tions is also evident in Klassen’s latest 
book, The Rock from the Sky, out in April. 
It opens with a turtle comfortable in his 

“favourite spot” beside a pink flower. The 
turtle is unwelcoming of change, even 
when a prophetic armadillo appears 
and tries to get him to check out a new 
spot, warning of a “bad feeling.” Over-
head, a giant rock is hurtling earthward. 
The turtle is obstinate, unflinching in his  
position, and often quite mean. When 
the meteor — a known yet still surprising 

threat — slams into the turtle’s beloved 
spot, everything changes for the turtle, 
who narrowly avoids being crushed, 
and for all creatures. The meteor offers  
a new perspective, new dangers, and a 
glimpse into the future. (The book’s par-
ticular relevance to our current moment 
was largely unforeseen; Klassen and his 
publisher finalized it the same week,  
early last March, that the who declared 
a pandemic.)

Coming to terms with uncertainty is a 
running theme throughout The Rock from 
the Sky. Rocks are falling. More rocks may 
fall. They could hit us. Life may change 

dramatically at any 
moment. “I was  
interested in find-
ing ways of talking 
about potential prob-
lems that you are  
never going to under-
stand — and maybe 
there’s no reason for 
them,” Klassen says. 

“That rock doesn’t 
have an agenda, we 
don’t know what set it on its course, we 
don’t know where it’s from, but now it’s 
part of your day. I think that’s how kids 

above, 
following 
spread  
The Rock 
from the Sky 
complicates 
our usual 
expectations 
about heroes 
and villains in 
children’s books.
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irony (when the  turtle and the armadillo 
are dreaming of an idyllic new future and 
an Eye of Sauron–like alien appears and 
begins zapping fl owers) and even mor-
bid humour (no spoilers for that one).

Klassen pushes this trust beyond 
 humour, believing that children will 
be drawn to characters that don’t fall into 
any classic protagonist-versus- antagonist 
 rubric. While he was working on The Rock 
from the Sky, for instance, Klassen got 
stuck wondering how to get his stubborn 
turtle out of the way of the meteor — until 
it dawned on him that the turtle may 
move to join the armadillo and the snake 
after all if he grew envious of their friend-
ship. His characters are rarely  purely good 
or bad. Instead, there is ambiguity in each 
of their arcs, motivations, and actions — 
that way, when one of them does some-
thing dark, it never comes across as a 
 gratuitous trick or shallow plot device. 

in the sophisticated mind of a child, 
believing that they will get it.

When Klassen moved to Los Angeles, 
in 2005, after graduating with a diploma 
in classical animation from Sheridan Col-
lege, he noticed a trend in animated fea-
tures for children that fell into the trap 
of splitting them off  from adult view-
ers — writing narrative or humour for two 
separate audiences. He cites 2001’s Shrek, 
which had jokes for the kids and very sep-
arate jokes for the adults, as an example. 

“We can do better than that,” he says. He 
has noticed his four-year-old son react 
to a kids’ show or book and look back at 
him with the glee of simple comprehen-
sion. “He’s almost excited that he got it,” 
Klassen says. “There’s an excitement that 
you’re being trusted with that amount of 
joke.” In The Rock from the Sky, there’s 
slapstick (when the turtle falls off  the 
meteor and lands on his back) but also 

feel a lot: they have to function in a world 
where they understand that they don’t 
understand.” When Klassen speaks, 
 softly yet ebulliently, he obsesses over 
the elements of the form, bouncing from 
fonts to colour theory to dramatic struc-
ture to Alfred Hitchcock’s delineation of 
surprise versus suspense.

Klassen was born in Winnipeg; after 
preschool, his family moved to southern 
Ontario, where he attended elementary 
school in Markham before  moving to 
his father’s hometown of  Niagara Falls. 
Now thirty-nine, he doesn’t remember 
much of those early years in Manitoba, 
but prairie imagery is evident in his latest 
book: the fl at land and that big sky and 
those lingering sunsets. For years, Klas-
sen found himself drawing a particular 
kind of tree, again and again, before he 
realized that he was attempting to re-
create the big elms that had lined his 
childhood street in  Winnipeg. His foun-
dational years in Nia gara Falls had a lar-
ger infl uence on his illustrations. Even 
in the early 1990s, everything in the 
town felt stuck in the 1950s: the boule-
vards, the architecture, the hanging on 
to Elvis Presley and Marilyn Monroe. 
Most of Klassen’s early reading materi-
al was found in his father’s childhood 
bedroom, which was fi lled with faded 
books from the ’50s. The artistic style 
he later developed has a throwback 
feel — a soft, muted palette akin to a 
mid century postcard. “I’m kind of scared 
of  colour,” he says. “Unless it’s meant to 
be symbolic and it’s meant to stand out 
as a point.”

Children’s picture books are a tricky 
genre, where an author has to appeal 
both to a parent in a bookstore as well 
as to a child at home. “I’m not sure kids 
concern themselves with how the books 
look, particularly,” he says. “I don’t think 
they are attracted to great illustration 
versus bad illustration.” Meanwhile, Klas-
sen off ers adults something they’d be 
proud to display on a coff ee table — subtle, 
unobtrusive, elegant. For children, he 
brings what he thinks they connect to 
most: an engaging narrative. For the story, 
he aims to land both crowds, “and hope-
fully the kids fi rst,” he says, not through 
 oversimplifi cation but by placing trust 
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the sunset and they’re still taking naps 
and working on a relationship that has 
problems. They don’t freak out — they 
don’t spend the rest of the book won-
dering about the rock; they take a nap  
next to it.”

Klassen, now settled in perennially 
sunny southern California, relates this 
plucky optimism to an aspect of living in 
Canada that he dearly misses. “I didn’t 
like the cold when I lived there, but I miss 
the feeling that a whole city wakes up 
to the same problem in a morning,” he 
says. “There is a unifying feeling to that. 
And you can feel it when you’re in those 
cities — everybody is digging out at the 
same time. It has an effect on your men-
tality and your feeling of what you’re ca-
pable of — and what you’re not capable 
of — controlling.” There are sweet les-
sons in The Rock from the Sky for adults 
and children alike. Keep dreaming of the 

future even if it may seem dark. Don’t 
be scared of new perspectives. Listen 
to others, for they may offer help. But 
it’s the themes of death, uncertainty, 
and fate throughout Klassen’s body of 
work — as well as the spectrum of com-
plicated emotions including jealousy, 
revenge, and judgment — that set him 
apart as a children’s writer and illus-
trator. “A lot of things that are going to  
happen to you are outside of your con-
trol, or they’re not necessarily deserved,” 
he says. “What happens in the hat books 
is not necessarily commensurate with 
their actions. No one has it coming that 
much. But it still happens. You still stole 
a bear’s hat.” 

Harley Rustad is a features editor at 
The Walrus and the author of Big Lonely 
Doug: The Story of One of Canada’s Last 
Great Trees.

Above all, his latest characters share 
an unshakable hope in the face of chal-
lenge and confusion: the turtle climbs 
atop the meteor to find a new perspec-
tive, the armadillo continually tries to in-
clude the turtle, and the snake relishes 
the simple things. “Now they know that 
rocks fall from the sky,” Klassen says, 

“but they’re still having arguments over 

Klassen is steadfast 
in trusting that  
his readers, even 
preschoolers,  
are capable of  
understanding  
darker themes.
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Angela V. Carter

O il is economically volatile and unstable.1 
This isn’t the first downturn Canada’s oil-
producing provinces have experienced — there 
have been a few since the 1980s.2 Major financial 

actors are choosing to move investments away from oil, and 
even some oil companies are moving away from investing in 
its exploration. And we know we have to ramp down produc-
tion to avoid catastrophic climate change.

Prime minister Justin Trudeau and his cabinet say that we 
can have an economy that is in great part dependent on ex-
panding fossil fuel extraction and that we can also meet our 
international climate responsibilities. But those two things are 
irreconcilable.3 This is why climate activists and researchers 
were so frustrated when the federal government purchased 
the Trans Mountain pipeline extension4 and when it fought 
hard to try to keep the Keystone XL pipeline alive.

Now, we’ve got our American neighbour investing tril-
lions in a green transition, reentering the Paris agreement, 
and taking bold action on pipeline projects and drilling. Can-
ada’s emissions keep growing at a faster rate than American 
emissions. Canadians don’t imagine ourselves that way. But, if 
politicians in Canada were waiting for a chance to boost their 
ambition to confront the climate crisis, this is the opportunity. 
Rather than pinning our hopes on another oil boom, the surer 
path — for both climate and economic reasons — is to enact 
a just transition. Instead, what I see happening, particularly 

in these oil provinces, is that political 
leaders are hoping this moment will just 
blow over — the price of oil will increase, 
we’ll get another boom, we can go back 
to normal. But there is no back to normal.

Imre Szeman
There’s a misperception that the Can-
adian government is attentive to the en-
vironment, that there’s active work being 
done on climate change here. I think Can-
adians would be alarmed to know that 
they were at the bottom of the list.5

Especially in Alberta, over a relatively 
recent period, there has been a concerted 
attempt to produce messages about the 
importance of fossil fuels to provincial 
identities and to the national economy. 
People in those regions often really be-
lieve their identity is linked to the pro-
duction of fossil fuels. Shifting that 
culture will be difficult. Some change is 
starting to happen — generational shifts 
that recognize fossil fuels are neither 
synonymous with Alberta’s identity nor 
the only way to power an economy.

Previously, many people in Alberta 
would be able to point to someone in 
their family who worked in oil fields. 
Indeed, my father worked in the oil field. 
Now, I think it’s harder to make that dir-
ect connection, both because there are 
more city dwellers and because tech
nology has developed so quickly that 
there are fewer bodies needed on a work 
site. There’s an interesting group called 
Iron & Earth, which is composed of for-
mer and current fossil fuel workers who 
believe their skills can instead be put 
to use developing renewable-energy 
technologies and installing solar panels. 
Within the industry, there is a growing 
sense of not wanting to be left behind. f

Angela V. Carter is an associate pro-
fessor of political science at the Univer-
sity of Waterloo. Her new book, Fossilized, 
is out this spring.

Imre Szeman is a professor of com-
munication at the University of Waterloo. 
His most recent book is On Petrocultures.

These interviews have been edited for length 
and clarity.

1 US president Joe 
Biden cancelled 
Keystone XL, a 
planned expansion 
of a major pipeline 
system that would 
have substantially 
increased the 
quantity of oil sent 
from Alberta to 
refineries in Texas.

2 Oil prices 
plummeted last 
year in response  
to covid-19.

3 Climate experts 
largely agree 
we can’t reach 
our emissions-
reduction targets 
and grow the oil-
and-gas sector.

4 The government 
bought the 
pipeline in 
2018, after then 
owner Kinder 
Morgan threatened 
to walk away.

5 One of 
these is the 
Climate Change 
Performance Index, 
which assesses 
emissions, energy 
use, and climate 
policy to rank 
countries — 
Canada came 
fourth from the 
bottom out of  
fifty-eight.
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the facts

Ask an Oil Expert
What does the Keystone XL pipeline’s cancellation 
mean for the future of oil in Canada?

as told to Ariella Garmaise 
illustration by irma kniivila
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