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“Remember when people thought… 2020 was uniquely cursed, 
the worst year ever, that all would be resolved by January. 
Instead, 2021 has proved to be a fraught annum of unfinished 
transitions, half-kept promises, all torque and in-betweens.”1

TIME Magazine

Never has a wild ride felt so sedentary.  Maybe that’s why so many 
people have taken to the streets, plazas, pipeline rights-of-way, 
ambulance rights-of-way, and old growth forests.  Perhaps it’s the 
craving for community, to be an authentic part of history (rather 
than watching it on our devices), or for the rush that civic action 
creates when like-purposed hearts beat together en masse.  Sure, 
some of the reasons for collective civic action are ludicrous.  Some 
are beyond offensive - to healthcare workers, to the memory of 
the nearly 30,000 Canadians who have lost their lives COVID-19 in 
Canada alone, to the 600,000 experiencing lingering symptoms 
from COVID, to those who have placed civic duty over vanity, com-
plying with public health orders for nearly 2 full years and counting, 
and to equity-seeking groups for whom the benefits of prosperity 
have been elusive (and who form a disproportionate share of the 
“essential” workforce).  

But while some mass civic actions are specious, others seem nec-
essary; Vitally transformative to our broken social contract, to rec-
onciliation, or as a rebellion against the extinction of our species.  
When we send our kids to school with orange shirts in remem-
brance, when hundreds of teddy-bears now line every highway that 
abuts or transects First Nation reserve lands, when a valid QR code 
has become more precious than gasoline, and when ‘buy local’ is 
no longer just the mantra of kombucha-swilling idealists but of 
chambers of commerce and the American President, we know the 
ground has shifted.  Small wonder it’s uncomfortable for many.  In 
fact, if you’re not feeling uncomfortable, you’re not paying attention.

If Canada lost its innocence in the trenches of World War I, we lost 
our national mythology this past spring and summer; a mythology 
of being a beacon of inclusion and enlightenment.  Canadian flags 
were at half-mast for nearly half a year following the revelation of 

the 215 graves of children who attended the Indian Residential 
School on the Tk’emlúps te Secwépemc First Nation.  As resting 
place after resting place of hundreds more children were revealed, 
with probably thousands more to come,2 these gravesites, inten-
tionally left unmarked or desecrated, are reminders that Canada is 
guilty not merely of cultural genocide, but also full-blown genocide.  
We now know that the federal government, and the churches and 
religious orders, were well aware (for many decades) of the abuse, 
under-nourishment, and disease proliferation in the schools, such 
that the schools were more mortally hazardous to Indigenous 
children than World War II was to soldiers.  Moreover, this ugliness 
was also a charitable endeavour, revealing that the institution of 
‘charity’ itself not only has a dark side, but is in league with the 
project of colonization.   It all adds up to a monstrous stain on 
Canada’s history and a deep and unwavering challenge to our 
collective identity and mythos.  

We have lost our innocence in another irreversible way:  While 
the Arctic has been dealing with the effects of climate change for 
decades, the effects of global warming are now hitting closer to 
where lots and lots of people live.  The record-shattering summer 
temperatures of 2021 in Western Canada, inducing regional 
droughts, mass marine life die-offs, and the positive feedback 
loop of wildfire-induced / wildfire-spawning pyro-cumulonimbus 
storms, are all part of how the climate crisis is manifesting itself 
in this otherwise beautiful and fortunate part of the world. “Super, 
Natural” British Columbia may need a rebrand after a year marked 
by catastrophic forest fires, floods, and landslides, not to mention 
the continued clearing of ancient Douglas fir, Western Red cedar, 
and Sitka spruce.   We can add “atmospheric rivers”, “heat domes” 
and “smoke storms” to our list of new phrases, alongside “supply 
chain disruptions”, “vaccine passports” and “non-fungible tokens”.    
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The rate of change in Canada is 
unprecedented, and the impact 

is unsettling for communities of all 
sizes and geographies.4 
Carole Saab, CEO, Federation of Canadian Municipalities

We are living through one of those rare periods that come along 
perhaps once every five or six decades, where a profound and per-
manent readjustment is taking place.  What complex systems 
theorists call a phase transition.  All kinds of institutions, sectors, 
conventions, and power relationships are being upended.  It is 
a period of immense anxiety for those who fear the future, and 
dizzying excitement for those eager to jettison the past.  But it 
also intensifies perceived divides; Between urban and rural, linear 
planners and nonlinear creatives, corporate Calgary and entrepre-
neurial Calgary, ambiguity-loving adaptive types vs. those who 
crave certainty or fear change.  This scan will no doubt be unsettling 
and affirming in equal amounts, for those on either side of these 
divides.   It is hoped that these observations and provocations can 
form the basis for dialogue, or at least debate.  We have big hairy 
problems and we need all available hands, hearts and minds to 
solve them; Including new ideas and voices paired with old capital 
and connections. 

While the pandemic has helped reveal (and in many cases exac-
erbate) inequality, both globally and within Canada, and despite 
a more ‘activist’ seeming federal cabinet, it would be a mistake 
to assume that we are entering some golden era of social justice.  
Pandemics are by no means natural ‘levellers’.  Inequality contin-
ued to rise in the period immediately following the 1918 Spanish 
flu and World War I, and we are seeing levels of inequality now 
reaching and exceeding those of the late 1800s Gilded Age.  Yes, 
universal child care is now being implemented, but most large 
employers, and all of the large financial institutions, were squarely 
in favour of this:  As reported in last year’s scan, the trade-off in 
economic growth and an expanded labour market outweighs the 
added fiscal burden.  
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Other universal social programs have more of an evidentiary hill 
to climb, or there are competing commercial interests at stake.  
Consider, for example, that the federal government was first elected 
on a platform promising a national pharmacare program.  Talk of 
pharmacare has since all but evaporated.  Calls for a universal 
basic income continue, buoyed by evidence that CERB/CRB, which 
served as a temporary form of guaranteed income, had a measur-
able short-term positive effect on enhancing food security and 
reducing/preventing poverty.  Bill C-35, an Act introduced recently 
in the House of Commons to create a new Canada Disability Benefit 
- a form of guaranteed income for Canadians with disabilities 
- has about a 50/50 chance of passing.3  And report after report 
has emphasized the importance of adding universal homecare 
provisions to the Canada Health Act, but this remains well off the 
radar screen, as government prefers to tweak our broken system 
of long-term care (itself one of the largest failures in the annals 
of Canadian public policy).  It also remains taboo to open up the 
Canada Health Act, despite so many aspects of preventative and 
basic health care being sidelined.  As such, it may yet take a ‘Great 
Depression’ scale socio-economic cataclysm to usher in a true 
rebalancing of the social contract.  

Some of the themes in this year’s scan look a bit deeper at either 
the phenomenon of inequality itself, or at the symptoms of eco-
nomic marginalization (which also double as determinants of 
health) – specifically affordable housing and food security.   Other 
sections look at how aspects of modernity are reconfiguring our 
relationship to each other, for example through reconciliation, or 
are stunted by the growing epidemic of loneliness and social iso-
lation.  Previous scans have covered emerging tech trends – block-
chain, AI, EVs, hydrogen, the internet of things, etc. – technologies 

that will have a transformative impact on the way we live, work, 
and play.  This scan focuses on two frontier tech trends that are 
blurring the line between humans and machines:  Gene editing, 
wherein we can alter the human genome (with both liberating and 
horrifying potential outcomes) and immersive tech (whereby we 
will increasingly be able to experience something like reality, but 
in a virtual world, again with both emancipating and troubling 
potential consequences).   

A year that began with a failed coup d’etat in Washington, D.C. and 
ended with the successful launch of the James Webb telescope, 
the most complex and delicate piece of engineering ever created 
by human beings, is hard to top on the audacity meter.  Indeed, 
there are many reasons to expect that 2022 will be substantially 
more ‘normal’: Following the Omicron wave, the pandemic will most 
likely shift finally to endemic status.  However, the pace at which 
it does so – despite Canada’s comparatively strong vaccination 
rates - is entirely dependent on our ability to achieve vaccine equity 
between the privileged North and Global South, as well as in our 
own backyard, overcoming the intransigence of the vaccine-ob-
stinate (it’s well past time, not to mention mountains of evidence, 
for “hesitancy”).   Meanwhile, high commodity prices will provide 
temporary buoyancy for Alberta’s most important industry, even 
as it continues to permanently restructure and automate.  With 
inflation and the pressure to increase interest rates, the ability of 
governments to borrow may be more constrained and the window 
may narrow for transformative public policy.   And yet, despite our 
collective craving for normalcy, on the pages that follow transfor-
mative policy is exactly what we’re on the cusp of, on issue after 
issue, for the sake of our youngest citizens, and for the generations 
that follow.  
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At the request of the Calgary Foundation, the Institute for Community Prosperity has prepared scans of major 
current socio-economic trends and developments at local, provincial, national and international scales.  New 
scans were prepared in late 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018 and late 2020.  This is the sixth such scan, peering into 2022.  

Information in this scan is derived from several sources, including news stories, op-eds, policy reports and academic literature.  Most of 
the trends covered in previous scans are still very much in play.  But here I have surfaced a series of new themes, and provided additional 
context around themes previously touched upon.  Like the previous scans, it is a selective sampling of issues, not a comprehensive 
analysis of all trends in all sectors.  As well, these scans are intended to not just be predictive about near future probabilities, but also 
to add context to current events, and to illuminate undercurrents and ‘sleeper’ issues.  
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the Future
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If You Don’t Like 

the Weather
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Unknown

2018
Terra
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2019
The Future

is Made

Scanning the Horizon02
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“We stand at a crossroads in Calgary and in Alberta. To rebuild 
our economy, we have to transform our economy.”5

Todd Hirsch, ATB Financial

Most of Canada’s “fundamentals” are 
strong, and have allowed the country to 
be more resilient than most in the face 
of the challenges of the last two years.  As 
Maclean’s columnist Paul Wells points 
out, we have  low public debt and strong 
levels of social capital (and therefore 
trust) relative to most other countries; our 
embrace of immigration is multi-partisan 
and arguably stronger than anywhere; we 
have the second highest rate of vaccina-
tion in the G7; our ultra-right nationalist 
political movements are super fringe; and 
our access to high quality affordable edu-
cation is arguably the best in the world; all 
assets that prove valuable in a rapidly and 
profoundly changing world.6  

But 2021 tested this resilience.  It was a year 
of immense economic volatility, induced 
by openings and closings of regional 
economies as the pandemic third, fourth 
and now fifth waves wash over attempts 
to create sustained prosperity.   But the 
biggest global economic story this past 
year was the return of inflation.  Fueled 
by higher energy and commodity prices, 
supply shortages (especially in food, auto-
mobiles, health care and energy), surging 
demand (notably in microchips and other 
electronic components), as well as balloon-
ing food prices (partly due to a growing 
frequency of extreme weather events), US 
Consumer prices in October 2021 were 6.2% 
higher than a year ago.  This is the highest 

year-over-year price inflation increase since 1990.  In Canada, inflation growth is matching 
2003 levels, but most economists predict it will get worse in 2022, though likely won’t 
breach the double-digit levels of the 1970s.7  

These inflationary pressures are leading to calls in some quarters to either raise inter-
est rates, rein in public spending, or both.  Notably, the recent Speech from the Throne 
explicitly stated that austerity would not be Canada’s reaction to inflation.  Which pretty 
much guarantees that interest rates will rise, especially as The Bank of Canada ends 
quantitative easing and has signalled an accelerated schedule for potential rate hikes 
(we are expecting three separate rate hikes in 2022).8  Some, though, do not see interest 
rate hikes as inevitable.  Frances Donald of Manulife financial, for example, notes that 
inflation is likely a temporary issue related mainly to supply shortages.9  And Omicron 
or another virulent variant could throw yet another curveball at central banks.  The most 
severe potential consequence of higher interest rates would be that many more Canadians 
could find themselves unsustainably house-poor (and/or food insecure).  This year, 40% 
of Canadians had trouble meeting their essential expenses, up from 30% in 2020.10  While 
many may have lamented that Calgary’s home-prices have been stagnant for the past half 
decade, the country’s other largest urban markets may be on the cusp of a major (and 
painful) correction, according to the Bank of Canada.11  An entire section is devoted later 
in this scan to Canada’s housing affordability crisis. 

According to the IMF, the global and Canadian economies are projected to grow at virtually 
identical rates over the coming year, at just under 5%.12  The Bank of Canada’s estimate 
for GDP growth is slightly more conservative, at 4.25%.  But far from a return to normal, 
the path to growth is a zig-zagging carnival ride.  We are seeing, for example, the largest 
fluctuations in supply and demand since World War II.   Because of these wild swings in 
real-time economic performance, most of the conventional Canadian data is only useful for 
telling us where the economy has been, not where it currently is.  The economics profession 
is increasingly having to look at unconventional data sources like Open Table reserva-
tions and Google mobility data to get a clearer real-time picture.13  Another increasingly 
unreliable bellwether14 are stock markets, which, for what it’s worth, have experienced 
historic new heights.  The S&P/TSX climbed to the highest level ever this November (same 
with the Dow Jones Industrial Average, S&P 500 and Nasdaq), though news of the new 
variant put a temporary dent in these gains.  However, there is little to temper the overall 
buoyancy of markets, as bond yields are historically low (even negative in some cases), 
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and, as one commentor observed, stock markets seem brazenly 
confident “because they know that central banks and policymak-
ers have their back”.15   While the markets soar, Canada’s poverty 
rate has grown dramatically.  Over a quarter of Canadians – or 6.75 
million households - are now categorized as ‘low income’, up from 
4.6 million in 2018.16  

After a dismal fiscal ledger the past few years, and the humiliation 
in 2020 of receiving more in federal assistance than Alberta pro-
vided to confederation (by roughly $11 billion, the first time this 
reversal has happened since the 1960s, and not the most strategic 
time to hold a referendum on equalization), strong oil and gas 
prices in 2021 cut Alberta’s anticipated $18.3 billion dollar deficit 
down to $5.8 billion.17  In fact, non-renewable resource revenues 
are edging toward a record high set 15 years ago, nearly $8 billion 
this year from bitumen royalties alone.18  Aside from BC, Alberta 
retains the lowest debt-to-GDP ratio in the country.  As noted in 
other scans, Alberta’s reliance on oil and gas revenue, while paying 
short term dividends so long as oil prices stay high, is not a recipe 
for long-term fiscal sustainability.  So, while Alberta stubbornly 
avoids reforming its revenue mix to a more sustainable taxpay-
er-dependent model, it is able to ride out the fiscal dependence 
on the natural resource sector for at least a little while longer, 
kicking the can down to future governments and generations to 
rectify this fiscal precarity.   Beyond the volatile oil and gas sector, 
there has been steady growth in tech, agriculture, clean energy, 
tourism, and the film and television industry, which has seen a 
banner year, helped along by new tax credits and incentives. After 
an epic 8.2% contraction last year, ATB Financial expects Alberta’s 
GDP to expand by 6.3% to round out 2021, followed by 4.3% in 2022.19  

“Our only hope of keeping global warming 
within ‘safe’ limits (in fact, the agreed 
target is much safer for some than for 
others) is to accelerate a green transi-
tion with massive, co-ordinated public 
investment aimed at innovation leaps 
and an economic paradigm shift.”26

Mariana Mazzucato, author of Mission Economy: 
A Moonshot Guide to Changing Capitalism (2021)

Both high unemployment and slower growing wages (relative to 
the rest of the country), will remain a challenge in the short-term, 
though in certain sectors (especially tech-related), employers are 
reporting significant worker shortages.  The Alberta Government’s 
Labour Mobility Act is a very positive step toward helping speed up 
credential recognition for migrants.

Calgary’s economic forecast is lifted by energy sector forecasts, 
with the Conference Board of Canada predicting a 7.6% jump in 
GDP growth, the highest among 13 cities in Canada, and a complete 
reversal from last year’s 7.4% drop.20  After being at a statistical 
standstill over the past year, Re/Max anticipates housing prices 
in Calgary will rise 3% in 2022.21  Some expect the oil market to 
remain bullish for much of the next decade, as demand continues 
to rise (even in the face of decarbonization efforts) and supply 
growth is constrained, especially in the US.22  And while Calgary 
still trails other Canadian cities in attracting venture capital, there 
is a noticeable uptick in technology-related businesses, whether 
newly developed (e.g. Avatar Innovations), expanding (e.g. Benevity 
is on a 300-person hiring spree), or moving to the city (e.g. Mphasis, 
Infosys, the RBC Innovation Hub, and the Amazon cloud comput-
ing hub).23 Calgary is among the three cities in North America 
that have climbed the fastest in terms of tech talent attraction, 
though this still places us sixth overall in Canada.24 In order for 
Calgary to sustain a longer-term recovery, far deeper investments 
in education, training, the experience economy (arts, culture, live 
experiences, etc.), social inclusion and diversity, and decarbonizing 
/ clean technologies will need to be priorities.25
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“If you want to get on in right-wing politics, it is essential you master 
the art of vice signalling. You must show you are tough, hard-headed, 
a dealer in uncomfortable truths, and, above all, that you live in ‘the 
real world’ – as if any of us had the option of living anywhere else.”27

Nick Cohen, UK author and columnist

POLITICS

“Virtue signalling” is a phrase used to call 
out the symbolic or rhetorical communica-
tion of progressiveness, masking an under-
lying failure to follow-through authenti-
cally.  It is the aesthetic of progressivism 
without much substance.  Prime Minister 
Trudeau in many ways is virtue signalling 
embodied, a self-described ‘feminist’ Prime 
Minister with a reputation for treating 
female MPs and cabinet ministers poorly.  
Oddly though, in Alberta, a series of politi-
cal events suggest we might be a province 
where the exact inverse dynamic thrives.  
We like to hang our vices on our sleeve, 
while secretly harbouring progressive ideas 
and preferences.  As University of Alberta 
political scientist Jared Wesley observes, 
Albertans are symbolically conservative 
but liberal in our policy choices.28  When 
a political party labelled “conservative” is 
offered up to Alberta voters, we mark our 
ballot in the affirmative.  But when stripped 
of labels, and the choice is then focused 
not on party brand but on policies and per-
sonalities, the large cities (and many of the 
smaller ones) vote centre-left.   

There is no clearer demonstration of this than the outcomes of the federal and municipal 
elections, mere weeks apart.  The federal Conservatives in Alberta enjoyed another land-
slide.  While they bled votes on both the right and left, they were in such a strong position 
to begin with that it barely registered other than losing a couple of seats.  Yet, the election 
in Edmonton and Calgary of centrist mayors and progressive-majority councils was a 
stunning  rebuke of right-wing policies at the local level.  It’s not clear whether this rep-
resents a sea change or rather just another incremental evolution in the Alberta ethos.  As 
political scientist Jack Lucas noted, you have to go back to the mid-1940s to find a Calgary 
mayor who was not either affiliated with the Liberal Party, or whose politics were otherwise 
Liberal-esque in aspect.29  Lucas adds “on some issues, like energy policy, Calgarians have 
distinctively conservative tendencies. And there’s a deep connection between Calgary and 
the federal Conservative Party.  This makes us seem — and think of ourselves as — well, 
conservative.  But on many other issues, from medically assisted dying to foreign trade, 
our views are indistinguishable from demographically similar Canadians outside of 
Calgary.  That is, we look like broadly progressive urban Canadians.  And when it comes to 
municipal issues, we tend to look even more consistently progressive.”30

Like clockwork, Alberta delivered a motherlode of seats to the federal Conservatives in 
the 2021 election, but elsewhere in Canada the status quo also prevailed.  The collective 
consciousness of Canadian voters delivered a mild rebuke to all parties:  An election was 
not needed, the governing Liberals failed to make the case that they somehow lacked a 
“mandate”, or that they deserve unbridled praise for the handling of COVID-19.  The other 
parties failed to offer either compelling alternatives or a readiness to govern.  It is also 
clear that Canada is now squarely a majority-progressive country, much more like northern 
Europe than America or Britain, which means that the only way the Conservatives will ever 
take back power is either a perfect vote split on the left, or a more clearly centrist platform.  
O’Toole smartly tacked toward the centre in most respects, but the albatross of caucus 
disunity on vaccines and their waltz into the Liberal trap on gun policy gave the dual 
impression of a weak leader and a party not only divided sharply along urban-rural lines, 
but also saddled with enough zany MAGA-types to paint the brand as Canada’s answer to 

THE ALBERTAN ART OF VICE SIGNALLING:

A Civil Society Forecast
THE ALBERTAN ART OF VICE SIGNALLING:
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the Republican Party rather than classically “Tory”.31  As well, the 
Liberals look a lot more like suburban Canada than the Tories do 
(the latter with a 95% white federal caucus).32  By the next election, 
which we can expect no sooner than early 2024, there could well 
be an across-the-board slate of new party leaders:  The Greens for 
sure, the NDP if Singh fails to bring more gravitas to the role, the 
Conservatives because they are riven with warring factions (those 
on the right feeling betrayed by O’Toole, while the centrists likely 
realize that their next winnable leader ought to be a woman), and 
the Liberals due to the inevitable best-before-date of a leader who 
has failed to deliver a majority two elections running.  The inevita-
ble back-bench revolt will begin with Trudeau’s next major public 
misstep.   

Provincially, despite a majority government, the picture is dramat-
ically more volatile.  For most of Premier Kenney’s term now, he has 
been the most unpopular premier in Canada, and likely the most 
unpopular Alberta premier in at least two generations.  A number of 
MLAs, though for many disparate reasons, have called for Kenney’s 
resignation, and increasingly it appears the shadow stratagem 
in caucus is to make Kenney personally ‘wear’ every misstep and 
mistake made by the government as a whole.  This extends a nearly 
two-decade long tradition of provincial Conservatives eating their 
own leadership.  While a leadership review is set for this coming 
April, if the current math doesn’t change, both within the caucus 
and with respect to polling data, it is possible that Kenney may 
resign of his own accord before that point.  It is also possible that 
he might call everyone’s bluff with an early election; Better to go 

down with the house, or maybe even snatch victory from the jaws 
of defeat.   If the former scenario plays out, it would leave the final 
year of the UCP majority to stage a leadership contest with enough 
time to give profile to the new leader.  It is unlikely that the next 
UCP leader would come from within cabinet, though many rural 
MLAs, and much of the grassroots, would likely back a Brian Jean 
or perhaps a Jason Nixon campaign, while urban centrist-leaning 
MLAs might advocate for, say, a Doug Schweitzer, Rajan Sawhney, 
or Leela Aheer bid.  Finance Minister Travis Toews has the advantage 
of being both rural and reputationally even-keeled.  More likely is a 
strong push for someone with previous provincial or cabinet expe-
rience who is currently out of politics – Rona Ambrose being one 
obvious choice.  Others might try and convince MP Michelle Rempel 
to make the leap.  Regardless, it is hard to picture a scenario where 
another white male candidate is a winning ticket against Rachel 
Notley, especially given the frat-house atmosphere the current 
cabinet is painted with.  Kenney was one of the most talented 
Harper-era Ministers, so any other white male in the Conservative 
orbit, while they might think their capabilities exceed Kenney’s, 
would likely fair badly in the next election.  And David Suzuki may 
have thrown Kenney an inadvertent Hail Mary pass by raising the 
spectre of environmental terrorism, which Kenney is doing his level 
best to exploit.  Ever the shrewd tactician, do not count Kenney out. 
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“When asked which values animate 
provincial politics, most Albertans 
continue to describe the dominance 
of wild west notions, like populism, 
western alienation, settler colonial-
ism, frontier masculinity, bootstrap 
individualism, and the primacy of 
prosperity doctrine (hard work pro-
duces wealth)… The resulting carica-
tures most often depict roughnecks, 
cowboys and farmers. In short, 
Albertans’ perception of the typical 
Albertan remains static, gendered, 
racialized, and rooted in a “wild west” 
past. When asked about their own 
political preferences, however, the 
average Albertan is far less conser-
vative than this image portrays.”33 

Jared Wesley, political scientist

The NDP, both financially and in the polls, has benefit-
ted handsomely from the UCP’s disarray, both in terms of 
donations and polling numbers.  A year ago, it looked as 
if an NDP election victory in 2023 would require a split on 
the right, with the resurgence or emergence of a strong far 
right third-party option.  Polls lately, however, indicate a 
clear NDP majority, were an election to be held today.   The 
NDP would likely prefer to run against Kenney than a new, 
fresh leader.   There are no cracks in Notley’s legitimacy 
within the party (if anything, a point of vulnerability is 
that they are too reliant on Notley’s popularity rather than 
party’s platform, ideas or brand).  And any damage the 
brand might have sustained from a lackluster federal NDP 
election run seems trivial.  The NDP has also benefitted 
from the almost perfect invisibility of either the provincial 
Liberals or Alberta Party (though an election race could 
shift the fortunes of these fringe options in ever-fickle 
Alberta).  The spoiler, though, could be dark money:  UCP-
leaning Political Action Committees (PACs) are likely to far 
out-raise and out-spend NDP-leaning PACs.

Globally, we may be experiencing a calm before the storm.  
Vladimir Putin seems hell-bent on invading Ukraine.  
Brutal state violence against anti-government protes-
tors in Kazakhstan, a country larger in area than Western 
Europe, could further destabilize the region.  China’s tol-
erance for conflict with other nations – Canada being one 
among many – appears to be growing.  Energy shortages 
in the UK are just one symptom of the aching hangover 
that was the inevitable follow-on to the euphoria of Brexit.  
The world’s most trusted and experienced leader, Angela 
Merkel, has now exited the scene, yielding German gov-
ernance to a tenuous green-social democrat-free market 
coalition.  Elsewhere, Sub-Saharan Africa is justifiably 
resentful of a world that has rapidly shut its doors to 
travel and trade to the region, fearing the spread of the 
Omicron variant, yet has been miserly in sharing surplus 
vaccines.  Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi has done 
his level best to undermine the world’s largest democ-
racy, pandering shamelessly to Hindu nationalism.34  The 
Taliban has assumed control in Afghanistan, rendering 
the United States’ 20-year project, on balance, a strategic 
and tactical failure (13 of those years involved Canada as 
a partner, which was our longest war and our first armed 
conflict since Korea in the 1950s).  Most disconcerting of 
all, perhaps, is the resurgent popularity of Donald Trump 
(currently leading Biden in the polls), accompanied by the 
United States’ failure to adequately prosecute, or future-
proof itself from, armed insurrection.  The 2022 mid-term 
elections will be an interesting bellwether, and not likely 
to break the Democrats’ way, especially given the rampant 
re-districting and state-level moves to hamper elections.35  
Already, 18 states have enacted laws that make it harder for 
Americans to vote, largely in reaction to false and mostly 
racist claims of voter fraud.36  
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THE NEW GIVING IS TAKING BACK:

A Civil Society Forecast
05
PHILANTHROPY

How Canadians give is changing, and more radically than statistics reveal.  The 2021 
Giving Report from CanadaHelps tracked a 10% drop in overall charitable giving last 
year, dropping to 2016 levels.37  On the other hand, there was an 86% jump in online 
giving.  There was also a 126% jump in giving to Indigenous organizations, likely to 
be much higher still when this year’s stats are tallied.  A spring Angus Reid survey 
for Telus found that only 39% of Canadians had made a donation through the first 
quarter of 2021, versus 60% in the same period prior to COVID.38  It is possible that more 
Canadians are donating to non-charitable causes, like grassroots social movements 
and crowdfunding local businesses affected by the pandemic.  It is also possible that 
rising inequality and economic hardship for many is playing a role. 

At the federal level, there will likely be an increase in the disbursement quota for 
charities announced in the next budget, which will directly affect foundations.  An 
increase to the disbursement quota has many proponents, from some foundations 
themselves, to equity-seeking groups, to those who have critiqued the mismatch 
between the urgency of society’s challenges versus the primacy of preserving capital.  

But perhaps the most interesting development with respect to regulating civil society 
is Senator Ratna Omidvar’s campaign and recently tabled Bill S-222, which aims 
to enable registered charities to gift to anon-charitable public purpose entities.39  
Omidvar is also among those advocating for the sector to have a connecting point to 
government more substantial than the status quo, which is to say more influential 
than income tax bureaucrats within the CRA.  A UK-style Commission, Ministry of 
Charities or some other visible, high-level presence, are among the options many in 
the sector have been promoting for years.   There is also a renewed push for build-
ing stronger nonprofit sector leadership via either a greatly strengthened or new 
national alliance or organization (a range of options are explored in a new paper from 
Susan Phillips at Carleton University, commissioned by the Max Bell and Muttart 
Foundations).40

Meanwhile, after a flurry of announcements about Social Innovation and Social Finance 
back in 2018, not much has happened other than an initial $50 million Readiness 
Fund investment in social enterprise.  A permanent Readiness Fund would be a good 
start toward enacting what was supposed to be a $755 million total commitment, 
much of it to be brokered through social finance intermediary institutions.  A Social 
Innovation Advisory Council was similarly announced, but not yet implemented.  

Finally, there is more and more discussion 
about the digital future of civil society and 
social impact.  Nonprofit organizations need 
access to high-quality tech training and data 
literacy training, perhaps building on the 
federal Digital Main Street initiative available 
to small businesses.  

Amid an otherwise bleak landscape of pro-
vincial supports for the nonprofit sector, one 
notable new standout is the Alberta Civil 
Society Fund.  However, at $20 million prov-
incewide to expand civil society’s capacity to 
address a wide range of social problems facing 
Albertans, its total 3-year budget is less than 
a third of the Calgary Foundation’s annual 
grants budget.  A much more revealing signal 
about how the government approaches civil 
society is the aforementioned Allen Inquiry.  
The findings of the inquiry itself were benign, 
and in many cases laudatory of the work of 
the sector.  But the very commissioning of the 
inquiry sent a clear signal to charities and non-
profits that they best watch themselves.  While 
some charities are fighting back, threatening 
to sue Alberta Premier Kenney for defamation 
if he doesn’t retract and apologize for state-
ments mischaracterizing the Report,41 it is 
notable that none of these organizations are 
Alberta-based.  

“It’s time to have a Minister for Charities, and a BDC equivalent 
to support the sector.”

Marina Glogovac, CanadaHelps
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Like other sectors, but far more than ever this year, the social 
impact sector has been challenged to decolonize; To decolonize 
mindsets, policies and practices.  Reconciliation demands that 
we examine our own “mission-driven” work; Our organizations, 
our sector, and the underlying assumptions that sustain it.  The 
institution of ‘charity’ facilitated Canada’s national project of forced 
assimilation and genocide.  As the fastidiously-researched history 
report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission outlines, based 
on the Victorian industrial schools and reformatories, the resi-
dential schools were pitched to the government by the Oblates, 
who were evangelists, not educators.42  Their operations were (and 
still could be) deemed charitable because they were “advancing 
religion” - Christianizing Indigenous children and expunging all 
trace of their culture, including family ties.  Many of the organiza-
tions that ran these schools still exist in Canada today, unsullied 
in their status as federally registered charities.  Others continue 
to run “mission schools” in the global south – all charitable and 
tax deductible.  There are of course deeper questions this surfaces 
with respect to not just what “mission-driven” means, but also 
“helping”, “aid”, “rescue”, and “teaching”.   When we set out to “do 
good” or “give back”, how much colonial baggage accompanies 
these aims?  Do our Elizabethan and Victorian definitions of what 
constitutes ‘charity’ hold up to modern scrutiny?43 

The phrase ‘settler philanthropy’ has entered our lexicon, remind-
ing us that the Euro-Canadian variety of philanthropy is just one 
of many philanthropic and gifting traditions, some of which are 
simply under-recognized.  Others are still resurfacing after having 
been banned for decades.  Reconciliation and decolonization is just 
one of the new “edges” to a new philanthropy, to borrow phrasing 
from Deloitte’s Monitor Institute.  Foundations are challenged to 
explore these “edges”, and to be participants, facilitators, and 
active agents and allies of the profound societal shifts underway.44  
The Hewlett Foundation, for example, is providing seed funding to 
initiatives that aim to replace neoliberal economic thinking and 
practice.  Mackenzie Scott, Jeff Bezos’ ex-partner, has donated 
roughly $4 billion to 400 organizations ($10 million per organi-
zation) in unrestricted funding.  More and more foundations are 
talking about rebalancing power as an explicit focus of not just 
grant-making, but investment policy and operations.  The Chicago 
Community Trust, which used to couch grassroots empowerment 
grants as “community development” now explicitly aims to build 
the power of racialized communities, full stop.  The WK Kellogg 
Foundation, one of the most recognized philanthropic entities 
in the US, have radically re-configured their front-line grantmak-
er-grantee interface, reducing paperwork, flattening hierarchies, 
and introducing collective decision-making.45  A number of Black 
and Indigenous organizations in Canada have started pushing 
back on doing bespoke funding proposals, taking a page from the 
start-up world and pitching their value, talent, and overall plan of 
action rather than whiling their precious time away doing multiple 
unique applications for each and every unique funder.  All these 
actions, and more, help build equity into institutional philanthropy, 
and will likely move from the margins to the mainstream over the 
coming decade.   

Philanthropy futurist Lucy Bernholz, in her new book How We Give 
Now, outlines still more radical approaches to how donating and 
gifting are being reconfigured in a digital age.46  Bernholz’s book 
is actually targeted to non-high-net-worth givers, and serves as 
a guide to investing in the growth and flourishing of a digital 
commons and in a shared project of building digital (and global) 
civil society.  A reminder that our data is of immense value, and 
something we can gift in safe, non-exploitative, and even liberating 
ways, it sees the new philanthropy as both deeply participatory 
and focused on actively side-stepping (and even undermining) 
the proprietary platforms of the tech titans.   Bernholz notes that 
the modern conception of philanthropy misses a large terrain of 
what people are doing to make the world a better place.  The ideas, 
stories and recommendations in Bernholz’s work make once de 
rigueur concepts like “effective altruism”, “philanthro-capitalism” 
and “shared value” seem utterly ancient.   

The origin story of the word “philanthropy” is Prometheus stealing 
fire from Zeus, stripping the Gods of their divine power, and gifting 
it to humanity as knowledge, wisdom, culture, and civilization itself.  
For all of the tech gods’ high-minded rhetoric about how they are 
changing the world for the better, there is one standout that can lay 
legitimate claim to this mantle:  Ashoka Fellow Jimmy Wales’ cre-
ation of the non-profit Wikimedia Foundation, and its centrepiece 
Wikipedia, stands as an enduring and utterly vital testament to 
the power and potential of the digital commons.  If it weren’t for 
Wikimedia, every digital image in art history, for example, would be 
‘enclosed’ (made proprietary) by Getty Images, Alamy, Shutterstock 
or any other number of commercial image platforms, a vindica-
tion of French anarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s famous phrase 
“property is theft”.  Stealing back such digital property, including 
our online identities, may return philanthropy to its Promethean 
roots.  Indeed, the need for a new humane civilization demands it.

“Right now, there is no mechanism that 
allows the sector as a whole to connect 
with the government on a regular basis. 
There is no capacity in government to 
act as an enabler, an interlocutor, and a 
navigator on matters of legislation, regu-
lations, and programs. Yet, we know that 
many of the government’s aspirations 
can only be delivered with the active 
support and participation of the sector.”47

Senator Ratna Omidvar
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SURREAL ESTATE:

Canada’s Affordable
Housing Crisis

06
HOUSING

“What worries me is that my 25-year-old 
daughter will not be able to afford to live in the 
neighborhood, and in the town she grew up in.”48

Ahmed Hussen, Federal Minister of Housing,
Diversity and Inclusion

Aside from the pandemic, housing affordability is arguably the most pressing 
public policy challenge at both federal and provincial levels.  The cost of living 
has rocketed to the top of Canadians’ list of concerns in the last month or so 
of polling, and far and away the biggest cost of living concern is the cost of 
housing.49  It’s easy to see why: the average home price in Canada is nearly 
$700,000, up from just over $500,000 a mere two years ago (though Calgary’s 
average price has actually fallen slightly in the same period).50  According to the 
Canadian Real Estate Association, average home prices have risen 50 per cent 
over the last five years.51  Many of those in the housing market are either ‘house 
poor’ or hazardously overleveraged, having mortgages furnished through his-
torically low interest rates (that some are predicting could soon rise sharply to 
stem inflation).  Home equity has become the single greatest source of de facto 
capital gain, and also an exponentially greater strategy for retirement planning 
than RRSPs.  That is, for those lucky enough to be in the market.  

Many others are shut out of the housing market entirely, with no realistic hope 
of achieving home ownership, particularly in the country’s major urban markets.  
The largest intergenerational transfer of wealth in history – from Boomers to 
Millennials (mostly) - enables outsized down-payments for a small group of 
privileged first-time home buyers.  This inflates costs, as does the speculative 
aspects of homebuying, whether amped up through blind bids (which may not 
affect prices overall, but can harm inexperienced purchasers, and is suscepti-
ble to the shady realtor practice of phantom bids).52  Well over a third of those 
under 40 have given up looking to buy a home altogether, rising to over 40% in 
the West.53  Adding to this ownership unattainability angst is that Canada also 
has a strong cultural bias against rental.  In sharp contrast, renters make up 
the majority of citizens in such prosperous countries as Switzerland, Austria 
and Germany.54  

The Speech from the Throne signalled Canada’s interest in ending chronic 
homelessness.  According to the Canadian Observatory on Homelessness, at 
least 235,000 Canadians experience homelessness in a given year, with 25,000 
to 35,000 - the population of fans at a Labour Day classic - on the streets on any 
given night.55  Homeless counts at a municipal level are ad-hoc and sporadic 
throughout the country, but in 2018, the Calgary Homeless Foundation counted 
over 3,000 people living on the streets, far more than our share of Canada’ pop-
ulation should warrant.56 

Much like food security, discussed elsewhere in 
this scan, while there are many complex pathways 
to homelessness, in most instances homelessness 
is fundamentally an issue of income inadequacy – 
i.e. poverty.  As well, as the Homeless Hub points out, 
vulnerable people turn to the homelessness sector 
for support when other systems fail: “Examples of 
systems failures include difficult transitions from 
child welfare, inadequate discharge planning for 
people leaving hospitals, corrections, and mental 
health and addictions facilities, and a lack of support 
for immigrants and refugees.”57 Domestic violence 
also renders people homeless. 

After decades of under-investment in subsidized 
housing, more accurately characterized as outright 
neglect, relative to other developed economies, the 
federal government is re-establishing actual policy 
goals and funding targets to “end chronic homeless-
ness”.  The appointment this fall of Canada’s first 
ever Minister of Housing is an encouraging start, 
as is the articulation of a rights-based approach to 
housing: The 2019 National Housing Strategy Act “rec-
ognize(s) that the right to adequate housing is a 
fundamental human right affirmed in international 
law”, noting that such a right is enshrined in Chapter 
11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights.58  Recognizing that people experiencing 
homelessness often also suffer from health issues, 
have additional barriers or require other supports, 
‘Housing First’ is the other principle that many insti-
tutions have adopted to address homelessness.  
‘Housing First’ moves people into independent and 
permanent housing as a first step.  It then “provides 
people with immediate access to permanent housing 
with no housing ‘readiness’ or compliance require-
ments.  It is also recovery-oriented and centres on 
consumer choice, self-determination and community 
integration.”59  
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Historically, the federal government’s involvement tended to focus 
on demand-side tools, administered through the Canada Mortgage 
and Housing Corporation (CMHC).  The Home Buyer’s Plan is a good 
example of this, allowing first-time home purchasers to use their 
RRSPs toward a down payment.  There is also now a Home Buyer’s 
Incentive, in which the government helps with the down payment 
and in exchange has an equity stake in the value of the home.  
The government is promising to extend and make this program 
more ‘flexible’, as well as to increase the Child Tax Benefit.  Other 
demand-shaping strategies include taxes and other restrictions 
on non-owner-occupied foreign ownership.  

However, after years of calls from affordable housing advocates, 
Minister Hussen has acknowledged that demand-side solutions 
are no longer enough.  Supply side actions are desperately needed; 
We need substantially more new housing stock in most markets, 
including owner-occupied, cooperative, rental and subsidized cat-
egories.  As part of this, a $4 billion Housing Accelerator Fund was 
recently announced, which aims to help increase the capacity of 
non-profit organizations and municipalities to reach a collective 
target of “100,000 new middle-class homes”, as well as a “rent-to-
own” program (details pending).60  But there is a long way to go: 
Canada has the lowest proportion of subsidized rental of all OECD 
countries.61  While these are encouraging steps, it’s not at all clear 
that this adds up to an adequate set of measures, considering 
that Canada’s previous national housing program, eliminated 
nearly three decades ago, added 20,000 units per year of subsidized 
housing for low-income people. 

Another big systemic barrier is public perceptions of not just home-
less people, but of renters.  Countless community associations and 
“ratepayer” groups across the country have become accustomed 
to using such tropes as “preserving the character of our neigh-
bourhood” or “we’re not against affordable housing, just not here.”  
Many have even co-opted the language of Jane Jacobs.62  Not only 
are these objections often a barrier to creating more dense (and 
occasionally subsidized) housing, or active or public transporta-
tion improvements, particularly in transit-oriented places, but 
increasingly such objections are being called out as thinly veiled 
racism and classism.63  Such objections are one of the factors in an 
underinvestment in the so-called “missing middle” – i.e. duplexes, 
triplexes, and walk-up apartments (not to mention secondary 
suites) in neighbourhoods otherwise dominated by single-family 
homes.  The federal Accelerator Fund may help push past this, as it 
aims to “increase densification; speed-up approval times; tackle 
NIMBYism and establish inclusionary zoning bylaws; and encour-
age public transit-oriented development.”64 Other communities are 
calling out NIMBYism and inverting the concept: Yes! In My Backyard 
(YIMBY) Guelph – Wellington is a new campaign giving voice to com-
munity members who want to eliminate homelessness AND see 
their community as part of the solution.65  The YIMBY campaign 
trains citizens to challenge the toxic myths fueling NIMBYism and 
to advocate and educate across social networks and with fellow 
neighbours.
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Homelessness may not be only a 
housing problem, but it

is always a housing problem.
Cushing Dolbeare, US housing advisor (Nixon administration)

Given this flurry of Canada-wide interest and activity, one could be forgiven for thinking that housing was a federal responsibility, but 
it’s actually provincial.  The Alberta Ministry of Seniors and Housing currently provides support for housing through a rent supplement 
program, and through seniors’ lodges and apartments, as well as through a small community housing portfolio.   There are over 24,000 
Albertans on affordable housing wait lists.66  The Alberta Government is temporarily investing $21.5 million in funding to ease capacity 
issues at 14 homeless and women’s shelters across the province, and it has launched a provincial task force on homelessness, made 
up of representatives from social agencies, academics and law enforcement officials.67 More ambitiously and encouragingly, Alberta 
has also announced, through its Stronger Foundations 10-year strategy to add 25,000 units of affordable housing, bringing the prov-
ince-wide number of subsidized units to 82,000.68  However, the legislation enacting this, the Alberta Housing Amendment Act, 2021, has 
come under fire for potentially decreasing the affordable housing supply, as it proposes the sale of government-owned housing stock 
to the private sector.69  The details of “private-public partnerships” referred to in the bill are also yet to be written, including what the 
role for non-profit providers will be. 

According to the City of Calgary’s Foundations for Home report, outlining the city’s affordable housing strategy for 2016-2025, Calgary 
has 12,000 affordable housing units, which is 3% of the overall housing market.70 That is a smaller number than any of the four other 
largest Canadian cities and well below the national average of 6%.  But the City’s capacity to add more housing is constrained by its 
already stretched fiscal capacity, and by Provincial coffers.  The scale of new builds of affordable housing, at roughly 300 units/year 
over the past decade, will have to increase seven- to eight-fold to keep pace with demand.71  While the scale of the housing challenge 
has proved be beyond even the ambitious the reach of collective local initiatives like the RESOLVE campaign or Calgary’s 10 year-plan 
to end homelessness, Calgary’s affordable housing sector is much more aligned, communicative and focused on learning and sharing 
emerging practices than many other community services sub-sectors, for example through the annual Open Doors conference.  Already 
we are seeing major new projects come onstream from HomeSpace and Horizon, for example.  With new public money, the sector should 
be well positioned to deliver.  
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ALL THE LONELY PEOPLE: 

Social Isolation
Across the Agesi

07
LONELINESS

“Loneliness 
becomes an 

acid that eats 
away at you.”72

Haruki Murakami

Loneliness and social isolation are related, 
but distinct concepts.  One can feel lonely 
though surrounded by people (as with many 
seniors living in lodges or care facilities), 
while others who may be socially isolated 
may not feel lonely (as with many seniors 
who are ‘aging in place’, but also stuck in a 
suburban food desert with a dismal walk-
ability score).  Social isolation can be seen 
as either a low quantity (or frequency) of 
contact with others, or as a low quality of 
contact.  Whereas loneliness is the feeling 
of being alone, regardless of the amount 
of social contact.  Both can be chronic or 
episodic, and are manifest in many differ-
ent ways.  Both are also negative determi-
nants of health, affecting both physical 
and mental well-being (notably connected 
to anxiety, depression, substance abuse, 
and cardiovascular disease risk) as well as 
longevity.73  Loneliness and social isolation 
lead to premature death from all causes.74  
In fact, it is even a stronger mortality risk 
factor than obesity, with one researcher 
having suggested it is equivalent to 
smoking 15 cigarettes a day.75  

Canadians are experience both loneli-
ness and social isolation in much greater 
numbers, and are both a factor contribut-
ing to, and being a symptom of, the coun-
try’s mental health crisis.76   It is a phenom-
enon which we have typically associate 
with older adults but alarmingly it is now 
more frequently and acutely experienced by 
younger generations.  While only a quarter 
of seniors report feeling lonely (or report 
experiencing social isolation77), one third of 
adults between 45 and 65 are lonely.78  And 
the problem is most concerning for younger 
adults – Generations Y and Z. 

Encouragingly, more than 80% of Canadian seniors report that they “always” or “often” had 
someone they could depend on to help when they really needed it, a finding correlated to 
higher levels of life satisfaction.79 Older adults, overall, also have the strongest and most 
vibrant mutually-supporting social networks of any demographic in Canada. However, one 
in four older Canadians still experience social isolation.  This may be an underestimate, 
as socially isolated seniors are, not surprisingly, one of the most challenging groups to 
study, from a primary research standpoint.  Statistics Canada’s Canadian Community Health 
Survey, which looked at a range of social isolation indicators, revealed that one in twenty 
Canadian seniors report having no one to speak with all (or nearly all) of the time.80  Over 
15% of older Canadians do not have close friends, and one in twenty-five essentially have 
no loved ones in their life.81  

But the causes of seniors’ social isolation are complex and multi-varied.  Obviously, those 
without spouses or children are at higher risk of experiencing loneliness, but there are 
many other risk factors.  Female seniors, who tend statistically to outlive men, are nearly 
twice as likely to live alone.82  Immigrants, particularly refugees, rural residents, or those 
living in low-density settings, those without access to transportation, seniors living in 
poverty or with a disability, and non-heteronormative individuals are among those at 
heightened risk for social isolation.  Seniors in rural areas have challenges accessing 
services, and are more likely to experience social isolation and a range of health issues.83  
There is a connection between low income, social isolation, and nutritional risk among 
older adults, particularly men who are members of a racial minority group.84  One study 
found that seniors in public long-term care facilities were more likely to experience social 
isolation than those in private facilities, where residents tended to have greater economic 
and family resources to draw from.85  There is a positive (reinforcing) feedback loop at 
play here as well:  Mental health is an important risk factor for seniors becoming socially 
isolated, which in turn heightens the risk of mental illness.86 

The COVID-19 pandemic, unsurprisingly, exacerbated social isolation for every age group, 
though most intensely for seniors.  In a recent online summit on the Future of Aging in 
Canada, gerontologist Dr. Brad Meisner noted that social isolation became both deeper 
and more widespread over the last 18+ months, resulting in spikes in substance abuse 
and a range of mental health issues.87  The reaction of public health authorities under-
standably was to lock out families from seniors’ residences and care facilities.  But many 
residents simply withered due to a lack of contact with loved ones, ironically heightening 
vulnerability to infection. Partially as a result of this, seniors now have the second highest 
rate of anxiety and mood disorders, after young adults.  Internet reliance among seniors 
has also led to a rise in incidents of fraud and online victimization.

i Parts of this section are adapted from James Stauch. Aging and Thriving in the 21st Century: A Scan and Selective Systems 
Analysis of Trends and Issues Facing Older Canadians. Institute for Community Prosperity and ATCO SpaceLab. 2021.
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“What should young people do with their lives 
today? Many things, obviously. But the most 
daring thing is to create stable communities in 
which the terrible disease of loneliness can be 
cured.”88

Kurt Vonnegut

Social isolation is also a major issue among the 8 million Canadians who are actively caregiving, which is underrecognized and under-
appreciated insofar as the burden and stress experienced, and where social isolation and loneliness can mix with, and reinforce, depres-
sion, financial problems, poor health, and the quality of care itself (and is also a risk factor for elder abuse).  Most informal caregivers 
(a.k.a. family caregivers) are women, most of whom are employed in other jobs and in their peak earning years, 28% of whom also have 
children under 18 living at home (the so-called ‘sandwich generation’), and 10% of whom are doing caregiving on a full-time basis.89  

While the problem of loneliness and social isolation currently affects a minority of Canadians, it is nonetheless a substantial plurality, 
and we can expect the issue of social isolation to become much worse over the coming decades.  Young people experience loneliness 
twice as often as older adults90, and Millennials, the so-called “loneliest generation”, already report unprecedented levels of loneli-
ness.91  In one US-wide survey, 30% of millennials said they always or often felt lonely, compared with 20% of Generation Xers and 15% of 
Boomers.92  And early data suggests the problem may be even worse for Gen Z, who we know have an even more difficult time working 
from home than Millennial workers.93  Also, an Ipsos poll found mental health issues in general are plaguing Gen Y and Z Canadians, at 
76%, at a much higher rate than Gen Xers (52%) or Baby Boomers (31%).94  Although this may also be influenced by younger generations’ 
greater ease (lowered stigma) at self-disclosing mental health issues, there is nonetheless a recent sharp rise in youth mental health 
issues.  And, it appears that this epidemic is at least partly fueled by feelings of loneliness.95  

The reasons for this heightened sense of aloneness – beyond pandemic-induced social distancing - are not well understood, but could 
include lowered access to social participation (fewer opportunities to develop either bonding or bridging social capital), delayed court-
ship, marriage and child-rearing relative to previous generations, and over-reliance on social media (humans are social creatures, but 
there many aspects of face-to-face interaction that are lost when we rely on digital means of communication).  As one commentator 
frames it “Ironically, these platforms that are designed to bring people closer together, can in turn contribute to, and heighten feelings 
of, loneliness and fear of personal failure — all of which impact negatively on our mental health.”96  Because we don’t yet have a good 
handle on the causes, there are no obvious fixes to this problem, nor should there be an expectation that loneliness and social isolation 
simply improves with age.  

Social isolation is alleviated not just by increasing the number of contacts and engagement with other human beings, but also enhanc-
ing sense of belonging, quality of individual relationships, and the strength and quality of one’s networks.97  There is undoubtedly an 
important technological dimension to this, which could either be made considerably worse, or possibly made better (much more data 
is needed) through immersive tech, a topic covered elsewhere in this scan.  As well, living in inner cities rather than suburbs or exurbs 
can have positive impacts on active living, mental health and reducing social isolation.98  For seniors, innovations in housing and living 
arrangements, inter-generational contact, and age tech (such as robotic pets and personal digital assistants) offer potential ways to 
reduce isolation, but society must be prepared for the scale of this problem to reach epidemic proportions with each passing decade, 
absent radical action.   “Age-Friendly Communities” is an upstream approach to addressing quality of life and overall well-being, with 
the aim of reducing social isolation, and ultimately delaying morbidity and mortality. 99  Age-Friendly communities done well, and it 
must be said there are still precious few examples, also have the benefit of enhancing connection, interaction and active living for 
everyone else in the community.
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“By December [2021], the average household will have to pay five 
per cent more for their groceries, or about $700 over the course 
of a year. In dollars, this is the largest increase in history.” 100

Sylvain Charlebois, Dalhousie University

FOOD

SELDOM SEEN CUISINE: 

The Stubborn Persistence of 
Downstream Food Securityii 

Food security, as defined by the UN, is 
when “all people, at all times, have physi-
cal, social, and economic access to suffi-
cient, safe, and nutritious food that meets 
their food preferences and dietary needs for 
an active and healthy life.”101  Food insecu-
rity - the inverse of food security - not only 
negatively impacts health and survival, 
but also learning and community prosper-
ity.  Food security is also a UN Sustainable 
Development goal - Goal 2: Zero Hunger102 
Worldwide, despite the dramatic increase in 
food production since the Green Revolution 
of the 1960s, over 820 million people are 
now food insecure, with global demand for 
food expected to increase by nearly 60% 
over the next four decades.103  Fully 12.4% of 
Canadians or 1.1 million households (repre-
senting more than four million individuals) 
experience chronic food insecurity.104  Food 
insecurity was mentioned for the first time 
in a federal throne speech last year, specif-
ically in reference to strengthening local 
supply chains.  Despite Alberta’s prosperity, 
food insecurity is either just over or just 
under the national average (depending on 
how it is measured). According to the last 
StatsCan survey on food security, 518,600 
Albertans were experiencing food insecu-
rity at various points between 2015 and 
2018105, a number that has likely risen in 
the intervening years, given Alberta’s eco-
nomic woes.  

Many people think of food security from the consumption standpoint: As the universal 
availability and affordability of food (or of nutritionally viable food) - i.e. “Do we have enough 
food to ensure that no one goes hungry?”  We might think of this as downstream food security. 
Others think of food security from a production perspective: Either as the ability of the 
food production system to maintain healthy land, soil, genetic diversity and agricultural 
resilience, including in the face of droughts and other natural disasters (climate-change 
induced or otherwise), or as the continuity and resilience of food supply chains.  We can 
refer to these risks as forms of upstream food security.  This scan only covers downstream 
aspects of food security.106

Downstream food insecurity is arguably not a social problem in and of itself, but rather 
is almost always a symptom or indicator of a lack of income.107  Downstream food security 
is also an important determinant of health.  Individuals who are food insecure are nutri-
tionally deprived and have poorer health outcomes, including higher rates of obesity, type 
2 diabetes, diet-related metabolic and chronic diseases, as well as an impaired ability 
to work and learn.108  A severely food insecure person will cost the public health care 
system more than double what a food secure person will.109  There is a particularly strong 
association between food insecurity and mental health challenges, such as increased 
risk of depression and suicide, which could be partially due to factors such as stress and 
anxiety.110  

And the problem, in the near term, is at risk of getting worse:111  According to the Maple Leaf 
Centre for Action on Food Security, COVID-19 induced a 39% spike in overall food insecurity 
in Canada.112  During the March 2021 HungerCount, a regular scan of food bank use over a one 
month period conducted by Food Banks Canada, there were over 1,300,000 visits to one of 
over 2,300 emergency food programs, a 20% increase from the same period in 2019.113  The 
HungerCount further notes that there is a volatile “perfect storm” afoot, with rapidly rising 
housing costs, unemployment, stagnant incomes and inflation of food prices combining 
to push more Canadians into downstream food insecurity.  The impact of the BC floods 
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ii This section contains insights and text that originally appeared in James Stauch and 
Cordelia Snowdon: The Right to Eat Right: Connecting Upstream and Downstream Food 
Security in Calgary. Institute for Community Prosperity, YYC Food Security Fund at the 
Place2Give Foundation. December, 2021.
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could exacerbate this in Western Canada.  As well, not surpris-
ingly, food insecurity is particularly acute among post-secondary 
students, given the precarity of income and debt burdens faced 
by Canadian students.  One recent study estimated that 40% of 
university students are food insecure, no doubt further impairing 
the mental health epidemic plaguing Canadian students.114

Like most of the globe’s cultures, food continues to play a central 
role in Indigenous culture and community, including through lan-
guage and ceremony.  However, the First Nations Food, Nutrition 
and Environment Study (2019) found that Indigenous food insecu-
rity was up to 7 times higher than the rate for Canadians as a whole, 
noting in particular significant eco-systemic reasons for hampered 
access to traditional foods.115  The same report found that “the diet 
of First Nation adults across Canada does not meet nutrition rec-
ommendations. There are inadequate intakes for vitamins A, D, and 
C, folate, calcium, and magnesium.  On days when traditional food 
is present, recommendations for several nutrients are more likely 
to be met.”116  Food insecurity among First Nations communities 
specifically was found to be highest in Alberta, with prevalence of 
food insecurity at 60% of the adult population, vs. (a still alarmingly 
high) 48% average for First Nations across Canada.117  

Children are overrepresented among those relying on emergency 
food aid.118  The introduction of the Canada Child Benefit has had 
a measurable (though modest) positive effect on reducing food 
insecurity, including a modest decline among children.119  But 
many children are still going to school hungry, which has a severe 
impact on educational outcomes for those students, and ulti-
mately costs the economy and society down the road.  According 
to the Coalition for Healthy School Food, Canada is one of the only 
OECD countries without a national school food program.120  Like 
most Canadian cities, Calgary relies instead on an array of mainly 

volunteer-run charitable food aid programs.  In contrast, according 
to the World Food Programme, 1 of every 2 children on earth (in 161 
countries) benefit from some form of publicly subsidized school 
meal program.121 

Calgary was the only large city in Canada to experience a modest 
decline in the number of food insecure households between 2015 
and 2017, consistent with broader poverty data.122  Nonetheless, 
according to Vital Signs 2020, 33% of Calgarians struggle to afford 
basics like rent, utilities, and groceries, and 17% often or always 
struggle.”123  Tens of thousands of Calgarians access emergency 
food hampers.  In 2016, for example, over 170,000 Calgarians, includ-
ing 66,000 children under 16 accessed food hampers from the 
Calgary Food Bank alone.124  Post-secondary students in Calgary 
are also experiencing food insecurity.  In 2019 alone, demand for 
food hampers increased by over 20% at the University of Calgary, 
and at MRU demand doubled.125  Calgary is also more prone to the 
phenomenon of ‘food deserts’: In a study conducted in 2015, only 
63% of Calgarians lived within 2 kilometres of a grocery store, 
significantly lower than most other Canadian cities examined.126 

The impact of the pandemic on Calgary’s food sector reflected 
trends across the country.  Most Calgary businesses experienced a 
drop in revenues during the COVID-19 pandemic and 70% of Calgary 
businesses “access[ed] at least one relief program.”127  Hardest hit 
of all were restaurants.  On the other hand, the pandemic actu-
ally benefitted a lot of smaller scale local producers, and 45% of 
Calgarians last year reported growing their own food, a big jump 
from 37% the previous year.128
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Emergency food demand initially spiked during the early days of the pandemic, with most food banks reporting surging demand in the 
first month of the pandemic, but soon thereafter, there was an overall decrease in demand as government supports kicked in.129  The 
introduction of the federal CERB subsidy (later called Canada Recover Benefit, or CRB) alongside top-ups to the Canada Child Benefit 
effectively served as a basic income proxy, and has temporarily lightened the food affordability burden for millions of Canadians.  The 
Calgary Food Bank, for example, saw a 6% decline in demand attributed to the introduction of CERB.130  However, a study of 200 low income 
households conducted by Vibrant Communities Calgary (VCC) and the University of Calgary revealed that the most economically mar-
ginalized Calgarians suffered the most from COVID-19’s economic fallout.131  The study noted that many food donation programs were 
temporarily shuttered due to health restrictions (also hampered by a sharp drop in volunteers), while many low income households did 
not apply for CERB due to lack of internet access or misunderstanding the program’s eligibility requirements.  

On the interventions and ‘solutions’ side, the City of Calgary Neighbourhoods department has identified 35 city-wide resources and 
over 200 neighbourhood nodes where Calgarians can access emergency food aid, including hampers, gift cards, cooked meals, grocery 
delivery, bagged school lunches, pet food and other supports.132   The municipality itself is under pressure to step up its interest in local 
food security.  The City currently dedicates only one full time position to the issue of food security and the community food strategy - 
Calgary EATS - is now nearly a decade old.133  

Another recent study on Calgary’s emergency food system by VCC, conducted with the Canadian Poverty Institute, noted that the pan-
demic resulted in heightened demand for emergency food assistance, which in turn revealed gaps in the emergency food assistance 
system,134 although Calgary Food Bank, in reviewing its data over a similar period, noted a CERB-induced drop.135  It is possible that these 
seemingly contradictory findings could be explained by the increased number of organizations that had not previously provided food 
aid, including human service agencies, resource centres, community associations and religious organizations starting food hamper 
programs or other forms of food assistance (although some of these organizations’ food aid is also supplied or backstopped by the 
Food Bank).  Estimates run as high as 400 organizations in Calgary that started delivering food, also buoyed by both the United Way 
and the Calgary Foundation, which earmarked funding for food programs.  The wide array of local emergency food resources results in 
both competition and collaboration, though is undoubtedly confusing from the standpoint of the food-insecure Calgarian.  It is also 
confusing for funders – whether public or private - who want to move the dial on food insecurity.  

There is no ‘local’.  Local is an illusion…  We 
need a fundamentally different approach 

to fulfill our global responsibilities.  We only get 
out of this mess by getting out together.136

Indy Johar, Dark Matter Labs
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“YOU GUYS PAID FOR THIS”:

The Exo-Planetary Third 
Gilded Age

09
INEQUALITY

The Gilded Age refers to the period between the late 1800s and 1913.  It was a term coined by 
Mark Twain in his 1873 satire of a political and economic system in the thrall of colourful 
plutocrats, whose wealth reached heights that were unparalleled in history.  Unparalleled, 
that is, until now.   There was actually a second ‘mini-gilded age’, otherwise known as the 
Roaring Twenties, with inequality parallels to the pre-pandemic 21st century.137  But global 
wealth extremes have now well-surpassed that level.  

The world’s richest 500 people currently have a combined wealth of $8.1 trillion,138 or 
an average of $16 billion per person (more each than the annual GDP of most African 
countries).  In 1913, at the end of the Gilded Age, the Rockefeller, Frick, Carnegie, and 
Baker families held 0.85% of the United States’ total wealth.  As of July 1, 2021, the top 
0.00001% richest people – just 18 families - held 1.35% of American wealth.  The richest 
0.01% — around 18,000 U.S. families — have even surpassed the wealth levels reached 
in the Gilded Age of Twain’s era.  The top 18,000 wealth holders in the US (if they were a 
town, they’d be the population of Cochrane, Alberta) hold 10% of American wealth today.  
This figure now exceeds the top 0.01% held by 9% of Americans in 1913, and is five-fold the 
comparable rate for the most egalitarian period (albeit still perversely unequal) of the 
late 1970s.  The Panama Papers, Paradise Papers, and most recently the Pandora Papers 
have exposed tax avoidance and evasion of the wealthy and powerful, and other reports 
have surfaced detailing the tax circumvention strategies that lie well beyond the reach 
of ordinary people.139  

In such a light, billionaires launching themselves into the stratosphere and musing about 
terraforming other planets is the modern equivalent of “let them eat cake”, the phrase 
purportedly uttered by Marie-Antoinette, dismissing the peasant famine on the eve of the 
French Revolution.140  The world’s second richest man, Jeff Bezos, has a net worth currently 
over $200 billion, which is about 3.5 million times more than the net worth of an average 
Amazon employee (which we can only conclude must mean he’s also 3.5 million times 
more innovative, 3.5 million times more ethical and 3.5 million times more philanthropic).  
An average American worker would need to work almost 4.7 million years (without spend-
ing anything), or more than 17 times longer than Homo Sapiens have existed on Earth, to 
reach that level of wealth.141  Returned from a stratospheric jaunt aboard his phallic vanity 
rocket, he breathlessly, unironically, said the following: “I want to thank every Amazon 
employee and every Amazon customer because you guys paid for this.”142  And pay for 
it they have:  Bezos’ now legendary union-busting efforts and employee intimidation in 
the face of safety complaints and carbon performance criticisms (with viral images of 
employees urinating in bottles due to an absence of bathroom breaks as evidence) have 
all helped pay for this.143  And, of course, Bezos isn’t even the world’s richest man.  That 
honour belongs to fellow space traveller Elon Musk, who investment firm Morgan Stanley 
predicts will be the first trillionaire in human history.144 

“It is a time when one 
is filled with vague 
longings; when one 
dreams of flight to 
peaceful islands in the 
remote solitudes of the 
sea, or folds his hands 
and says, What is the 
use of struggling, and 
toiling and worrying any 
more?”

Mark Twain,
The Gilded Age (1873)
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“There’s class warfare, all right, but it’s my class, the rich class, that’s making war, and we’re winning.”148

Warren Buffett

Meanwhile, millions upon millions of people working full time, often below the poverty line, are yielding up the surplus value of their 
labour to these 21st century rocket-setting cyber-robber barons.  An IPSOS poll across 28 countries revealed that poverty and inequality 
is substantially in the lead among issues keeping people awake at night, far ahead of the coronavirus, crime, or climate change.145  And 
many of these inequalities, both within Canada, and abroad, have become both more obvious and pronounced during the pandemic.  
As Ian Goldin of Oxford’s Martin School observes, “The wealthy were not only able to keep their well-paid jobs but also benefited from 
soaring stock markets and rising house prices. Low-paid workers were, in contrast, more likely to have jobs in the sectors that sus-
pended activities, including hospitality and tourism. They were also more likely to work in essential services such as nursing, policing, 
teaching, cleaning, waste removal and as shop assistants – in all of which occupations, they had a higher likelihood of being exposed 
to COVID-19.”146

This past year marked an awakening of sorts around inequity, leading to necessary, difficult conversations around the decades-long 
exclusion of Indigenous Peoples, Black Canadians, and in other various ways, Non-white, non-European, non-Anglo Saxon, non-heter-
onormative, non-male marginalization.  The questions that these conversations surface force all Canadians to look in the mirror.  Equity-
seeking groups are asking uncomfortable questions about the roots of inequality in Canada:  Who gets, and who got (all those years ago 
when land was plentiful and people were few) the property, the plum jobs, the mortgages and business loans?  Who gets, and who got 
(all those years ago) to define what voluntarism is, or what ‘giving back’ looks likes, or what the profile of a philanthropist is?  Who paid 
the price and who reaped the benefits, to arrive at the prosperity some of our communities enjoy today (and others are excluded from)?147   

There is also massive inter-generational inequity afoot here. Young people have sacrificed much during the pandemic, to protect public 
health, and in the face of obnoxiously entitled behaviour of many Boomers and Gen Xers.  They have put up with compromised educa-
tional experiences, disrupted social lives, uncertain job prospects, and we are leaving them a legacy of public debt, a warmer planet 
with more extreme and costly weather events (after having dragged our feet on climate action for a quarter century).  In order for young 
people to have a bright and sustainable future, a greater redistribution of wealth appears not just necessary, but inevitable.  Canada 
has so far avoided an estate tax, and the Broadbent institute’s Tax the Rich campaign hasn’t yet taken hold in the popular imagination.  
But circumstances will force our collective hand to rebalance the fiscal contract, nationally and provincially, sooner or later.  
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EVALUATING WHAT WE VALUE:

Measuring Community 
Prosperity

10
METRICS

When we think about the performance of business and commerce, we can distill this into a small number of valuations, chief 
among which is profitability.  Every first-year business student is oriented to the straightforward calculation of Return on 
Investment (ROI).  While many have tried, calculating the social return on investment is exponentially more difficult.  In fact, 
conservatively, there are at least 100 competing methodologies for measuring social impact.149  Similarly, when we evaluate 
macro-economic performance, we speak in terms of gross domestic product (GDP), unemployment levels, housing starts, 
commercial vacancy rates and other metrics.  But when we evaluate macro social trends – trends that relate to well-being, 
civic engagement, cultural vitality, and sustainability, for example – we encounter a much higher level of complexity, dis-
agreements about what are insightful indicators, contested and often incomparable metrics (either from period to period, or 
across jurisdictions), and phenomena that are valued, but near impossible to attach numeric value to.   

As former Bank of Canada Governor Mark Carney notes in his new book Value(s): Building a Better World for All, our modern urban 
societies overvalue market-based metrics and undervalue other ways of understanding and measuring value.  As he points 
out, Amazon the company has a readily identifiable market capitalization of $1.7 trillion even as we struggle to measure the 
value of Amazon the forest, despite its incalculably greater importance to the planet.150  Carney’s is an updated take on Senator 
Robert Kennedy’s critique of GDP (called GNP back when Kennedy was running for the Democratic presidential nomination):  
“[GNP] measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our wisdom nor our learning, neither our compassion nor our devo-
tion to our country.  It measures everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile”. 151  

There have been many attempts in recent years to measure what matters at many different scales.  At a national level we have 
initiatives like the (chronically under-resourced) Canadian Index of Wellbeing, based at the University of Waterloo, or the new 
Century Initiative National Scorecard.152   Internationally, there are myriad examples, perhaps the best known of which are the 
UN Human Development Index, where Canada ranks 16th, or the Social Progress Index, where Canada ranks 6th globally, performing 
well on opportunity and the fundamentals of wellbeing, but not quite as strong on meeting basic human needs.153  The best 
examples of where community prosperity measurement is codified in national policy and accounting frameworks is either 
Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness metrics, or the more recent New Zealand Living Standards Framework, the latter of which holds 
particular promise for Canada to replicate in adapted form.154  We even have duelling global happiness reports, one that ranks 
Canada 15th, the other a dismal 105th, depending on whether the emphasis is happy people or a happy planet. 155 

All of this is background to how we might think of measuring community prosperity locally, building on the efforts of the 
Calgary Foundation’s Vital Signs, Sustainable Calgary’s State of Our City reports, and the Enough For All reports of Vibrant 
Communities Calgary, for example.  We can also draw inspiration from such places as Winnipeg (MyPeg, powered by the United 
Way of Winnipeg), Los Angeles (which has done a wonderful job of integrating and benchmarking against the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals, or SDGs) or Boston (which helps sense-make and create discussion space around metrics via the Boston 
Indicators project, hosted by the local community foundation). 
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“We are living Oscar Wilde’s aphorism – knowing the price 
of everything but the value of nothing – at incalculable costs 
to our society, to future generations and to our planet.” 162

Mark Carney, Former Bank of Canada Governor



26 2022
ENVIRONMENTAL
SCAN

When we put effort into measurement, we can better contextu-
alize not only how we are performing, but also which cities we 
wish to learn from or emulate.  For example, we sometimes hear 
people argue that Calgary should strive to be more like Denver, 
Austin, Nashville or Portland.  But while such cities may have some 
learnings with respect to culture and tourism, they are far from 
exemplars of sustainability.    Calgary’s public transit use rates, 
for example, are much closer to those of Toronto, Montreal and 
even NYC than to these other cities.  With good metrics we can also 
compare across time, often turning up surpises: Dr. Noel Keough, 
founder of Sustainable Calgary, which has been producing the 
State of Our City report for the past quarter century, points out based 
on longitudinal metrics that Calgary’s population density, while 
having steadily risen over the past decade, is still not what it was 
in the 1970s, and nowhere near what it was in the 1950s.156 

Calgary is undergoing seismic economic and social change – 
change that will only accelerate in the coming decade.  This has 
bred a tsunami of conversations, exercises and even the birth of 
new networks and organizations focused on re-thinking nearly 
everything about the city.  Young people, families, and retirees 
are asking “Do we stay in Calgary?” Non-profit organizations are 
challenged to measure community impact using high quality 
data, with heightened pressure coming in the form of tech-driven, 
data-fuelled, social impact innovation.  Companies are incorporat-
ing community prosperity data into ever-more important environ-
mental, social, and governance (ESG) performance metrics.  And 
many of these processes are increasingly framed within the UN 
SDGs, goals we are mournfully far from reaching as a planet (and 
in many respects as a country) by the 2030 target.  

The Institute for Community Prosperity, alongside the CityXLab 
and seventeen other community partners, have been on a year-long 
journey to inquire into how we approach performance indicators at 
the community, city-wide, and national scales.157   Measuring What 
Matters is an independent community forum for nurturing dialogue 
and critical conversations associated with how we measure com-
munity prosperity.   We uncovered over 350 performance metrics 
covering domains ranging across physical, emotional, intellec-
tual, spiritual economic, and ecological dimensions of wellbeing, 
used across a wide set of international, national and local indexes.   
This research reveals that all of the existing indices have different 
strengths and vulnerabilities.  Consider just Vital Signs (which is 
high profile and uses original insights instead of off-the-shelf 
data, but lacks the ability to compare city to city, or longitudinally 
(through time, in order to establish trendlines), State of Our City 
(which tracks 42 indicators, and comparable through time, but 
lacking in profile), and the Social Progress Index (now focusing on 
Alberta, thanks to ATB Financial, comparable through time and 
across jurisdictions, but with relatively few dimensions examined).   

Indices also reveal often contradictory trends: The Social Progress 
Index ranks Canada first in the world on tackling undernourish-
ment, yet a Brookings review of Canada’s performance on the SDGs 
suggested we are deeply under-performing on food security.158   
Similarly, one measure – that of The Economist Intelligence unit 
– ranked Calgary as the most liveable city in North America in 
2019 (and 5th in the world).  But the Bohemian Index of the Martin 
Prosperity Institute, albeit a few years older, ranks the city’s live-
ability well below the top 10 in North America (although still above 
the mean).159

Also, the more our enthusiasm for measurement takes over, 
the more blind spots enter the frame.  As a study of Indigenous 
Perspectives on Measuring What Matters reveals, we are far from 
having clarity on what actually matters, particularly to those who 
have been excluded from decision-making tables and previous 
indicator efforts.160  Techno-rational approaches to planning and 
performance measurement have tended to also undervalue equity 
considerations, being more the domain of white male practitioners, 
and in Calgary further fueled by the preponderance of engineers, 
geologists, accountants, and lawyers that populate civic, phil-
anthropic and community boards.  Conventional thinking about 
community prosperity measurement has also biased the present, 
instead of thinking inter-generationally.  Some are even asking how 
might a new sense of the ‘sacred’ be brought back to our cities?161 

Enter the Calgary Equity Index, an online tool developed within the 
City of Calgary’s Neighbourhoods department.  Over two years in 
the making, this tool is currently being used inside the munici-
pal government apparatus, but will be rolled out to the public in 
early 2022.  It will allow for a much more accessible and robust 
comparison of neighbourhoods on a range of civic, economic, 
environmental, health, and social measures, from access to parks, 
transit and post-secondary schooling, for example, to walk scores.  
But while the Equity Index is an exciting development and a major 
new contribution, the discussion around community performance 
metrics is still in its infancy.  All peoples – Indigenous and settler, 
newcomers and multi-generational Canadians, and all sectors - 
community, commercial, and public – will need to be part of this 
evolving conversation. 

Surely all Calgarians have a vision for their city that is more than 
a place to gain material prosperity – one that is vibrant, culturally 
thriving, freed from the scourges of poverty and racism, and a won-
derful place to not just work, but to live a creative life.   Calgary may 
be a place to be healthy and active, to express one’s true identity 
to the fullest (and to feel unequivocally supported in doing so), a 
place to seek enlightenment, to fall in love, to raise kids, and to 
grow old (by choice, not just by circumstance).  A place that works 
for everyone, and where everyone feels welcome.  And not just now, 
but well into the future, into our journey of healing, reconciliation, 
and decolonization.  But we need many more tools, much deeper 
insights, and more dialogue across divides, to gauge where we are 
on this journey.  
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Terms like prosperity & community 
prosperity sound wonderful, & of 
course everyone wants a prosperous 

community, but that surface level of 
consensus falls apart when you 
bring in evaluation & comparison.163 

Katharine McGowan, Measuring What Matters Podcast
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11
GENETICS

A CRISPR IMAGE:

The Genetic Quest for Human 
Perfectibility 

As the COVID-19 pandemic sent the scien-
tific world into a no-holds-barred effort to 
find vaccines and treatments, many scien-
tists put their discoveries into the public 
domain to catalyze the effort.  Among these 
findings were reams of data pertaining to 
DNA, RNA, and other aspects of biogenetics.  

Since the discovery of the double-helix DNA 
molecule by Watson and Crick in the 1950s, 
and the mapping of the human genome 
from 1990 to 2003, genetics research and 
genomic innovation has grown exponen-
tially.  Perhaps, though, the greatest leap 
forward came with the discovery of “clus-
tered regularly interspaced short palin-
dromic repeats”, or CRISPR, a group of DNA 
sequences found in simpler unicellular 
organisms that has led to the ability to 
snip, insert and effectively re-sequence 
DNA strands in much more complex organ-
isms, including humans.  CRISPR opens the 
door to nearly complete control over genetic 
composition and ultimately organism 
re-design.  The implications of this technol-
ogy are far-reaching, with potential to cure 
many diseases, to genetically modify crops, 
and to create new biofuels, for example.  
CRISPR gene editing could even be used to 
design new species or bring extinct species 
back into being.164  

The benefits of gene editing are too numerous to recount.  The research to date includes 
breakthroughs toward the elimination of such genetic maladies as sickle cell anemia and 
cystic fibrosis, or enhancing resistance to viruses such as HIV, herpes, and hepatitis B, as 
well as resistance to cancer.  Mere weeks ago, scientists announced a major breakthrough 
in fighting anti-biotic-resistant pathogens using CRISPR technology, potentially leading 
to tens of millions of lives saved over the coming decades.165  Gene editing has already 
allowed us to redesign plants and animals, including fruits and vegetables that can sit far 
longer in the pantry without rotting, cows without horns, and mosquitos unable to transmit 
malaria.  The global gene editing market is expected to grow from $4.2 billion US in 2020 to 
$13 billion by 2028, fueled by agritech, biotech and therapeutics.166  However, the broader 
genomic revolution that gene editing is a part of has led to commercial applications now 
estimated to be in excess of $345 billion US in net returns, a nearly three-fold growth in 
the past two years (not surprising when one considers mRNA vaccine development).167

But it doesn’t take long for ethical questions to surface:  Will this be technology that 
only the rich can afford, or those in privileged societies with top tier health care?  How 
will this affect bio-diversity and human diversity?  Theoretically, such technology holds 
the power to create sub-species of humans with superior intellect, brawn, speed, or any 
other traits we can affix a genetic marker to.  The 2016 Worldwide Threat Assessment, the 
annual report presented to US Congress by the Director of National Intelligence, described 
genome editing as a potential weapon of mass destruction that nation-states might try 
to develop.   What is deemed particularly threatening is also among the most encourag-
ing aspects of CRISPR: “Gene drives”, which ensure an edited gene is inherited by all of 
the genetically-engineered organism’s offspring and in subsequent generations.168 There 
are obvious potential echoes of eugenics, and of having the a priori ability to preference 
embryos that successfully have been edited fit for purpose.  Over time, without strong 
international regulation and enforcement, a genetic caste system could emerge.  As the 
co-discoverer of CRISPR, Jennifer Doudna, herself warns: “The power to control our species’ 
genetic future is awesome and terrifying. Deciding how to handle it may be the biggest 
challenge we have ever faced.”169

“…when we can program 
molecules the way we program 
microchips, what is it we want 
to do with this fire that we’ve 
snatched from the gods?”

 Walter Isaacson, former CEO, 
Aspen Institute and CNN

“I have no doubt, this technology will — someday, 
somewhere — be used to change the genome of 
our own species in ways that are heritable, forever 
altering the genetic composition of human kind.”170 

Jennifer Doudna, 2020 Nobel Prize Winner (Chemistry) 
and author of A Crack in Creation: Gene Editing and the 
Unthinkable Power to Control Evolution (2017) 
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THE DIGITAL IMAGINARIUM: 

Hyperreality and the 
Experience Machine

12
METAVERSE

On October 28, Facebook founder and CEO Mark Zuckerberg 
announced a rebranding of the company, now called Meta Platforms 
Inc., and along with it a strategic focus on building the “metaverse”.  
“Metaverse” is a term that first appeared in science fiction writer 
Neal Stephenson’s 1992 novel Snow Crash, an anarcho-capitalist 
dystopia in which the United States has ceded most of its power 
and territory to private organizations and tech entrepreneurs.  
Zuckerberg promises that the metaverse “will be the successor to 
the mobile internet, we’ll be able to feel present – like we’re right 
there with people no matter how far apart we actually are.”171  While 
there is no set definition of the metaverse, broadly speaking it is 
a virtual space where digital representations of people – avatars 
– interact in all kinds of scenarios, from the banal to the fantasti-
cal.172  Zuckerberg described a splendid vision of the metaverse as 
an “even more immersive and embodied internet” where “you’re 
gonna be able to do almost anything you can imagine—get together 
with friends and family, work, learn, play, shop, create—as well as 
entirely new categories that don’t really fit how we think about 
computers or phones today.”173 As evolutionary cyberneticist Vasily 
Vikoulov describes the metaverse, “just as we can read, listen 
to, and watch videos of anything we want today, soon we’ll be 
able to experience stunning lifelike simulations in virtual reality 
indistinguishable from our physical world. We’ll be walking and 
actively interacting in the Metaverse, not slavishly staring at the 
flat screens. We would be able to turn our minds inside out and 
show our dreams to each other in this ecstadelic matrix of our 
own making.”174

Some have suggested, pointing out that virtual worlds already 
exist in many forms, from Minecraft and Roblox to Second Life, 
and (perhaps most powerfully) in NVIDIA’s “Omniverse” project, 
that Zuckerberg’s announcement is mostly a distraction from 
Facebook’s blizzard of negative press over the past couple years.  

“A speech with magical force. 
Nowadays, people don’t believe in 
these kinds of things. Except in the 
Metaverse, that is, where magic is 
possible. The Metaverse is a fic-
tional structure made out of code.”

Neal Stephenson, Snow Crash (1992)

But this critique doesn’t negate the overall trendline, nor the fact 
that Meta has been buying up immersive tech companies, from 
Oculus to Bigbox VR to Within, maker of the popular VR workout 
game Supernatural.175  TIME’s top technology prizewinners this 
past year include such immersive standouts as Google Maps Live 
View, Lenovo’s ThinkReality A3 Smart Glasses, and the Qualcomm 
Snapdragon XR2 Platform, billed as “the world’s first extended reality 
(XR) to unite 5G and AI”.176  And companies well beyond tech are 
getting into the metaverse game: Architects like Foster + Partners 
are using immersive tech to visualize building details for clients, 
and BMW has built a “digital twin” of one of its factories, allowing 
it to test different assembly line configurations before spending 
big dollars on a real-life build.  

The philosopher Robert Nozick, famous for providing moral philo-
sophical justification for inequality and neoliberalism, a proponent 
of anarcho-capitalism who doubtless would have been a proud 
apologist for Zuckerberg’s acquisitive prowess, was – somewhat 
ironically - also a critic of utilitarianism and hedonism, two strands 
of thought that place the pursuit of happiness, or pleasure, at 
the epicentre of human ethics.  The ‘thought experiment’ Nozick 
devised to was an “experience machine” (also called a pleasure 
machine), where humans would have the choice to unplug from the 
“real” world, and plug into the machine (which, thanks to science 
fiction, can variously be thought of as the “metaverse”, “hyper-
reality”, the “Matrix”, or a “transhuman” plane of existence).  But 
there was no experimental way to test whether humans would 
choose to unplug from reality or would prefer real life.  Nozick wrote 
about the experience machine in his 1974 book Anarchy, State and 
Utopia, months before Nolan Bushnell and Ted Dabney released 
their video game creation “Pong” as the first offering on the home 
video gaming platform Atari.  

But over the half century since Pong, we have created more and 
more of the technological conditions in which such a grand social 
experiment is not just possible, but inevitable.  Already, our smart-
phones, tablets, wearable devices, gamified worlds, and social 
media presences are not merely tools, but extensions of our con-
sciousness and identities.  These digital appendages increasingly 
shape our social networks, beliefs and ideologies, and our mental 
model of the world around us.  This can be expected to intensify 
with advancements in 3-D graphics, virtual reality, augmented 
reality, and the exponentially more complex processing enabled 
through 5G internet, machine learning, and eventually quantum 
computing.  More recent advances in brain-computer interfaces 
(BCIs), neuro-prosthetics, subcutaneous micro-electrode arrays, 
and other bio-technology, while potentially liberating for people 
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with brain injuries or cognitive disabilities, also offer possibilities for early-stage integration of our biology with the metaverse; Texas 
start-up Paradromics’ implantable BC is use a platinum-iridium placed under the skull and on the surface of the brain to interface with 
neurons. These advances signal a kind of proto-“cyborgification”, where humans – in a sense - “transcend” our bodily frame.  UK scientist 
Peter Scott-Morgan, after being diagnosed with ALS, has combined ‘radical robotics’, AI and surgery to turn himself into a self-described 
cyborg in order to overcome loss of motor neuron function.177   More distant permutations of this might involve an uploading of memory 
and even consciousness in permanent electronic form.  While this sounds terrifying on one level, others are more optimistic about 
what this could mean for humanity, and especially the planet.  Renowned environmentalist James Lovelock, for example, has already 
labelled this coming era of hyperintelligence “the novacene”.178  

This phenomena at an individual level would essentially be a tech-enabled form of self-transcendence – and there are already many 
philosophical proponents, grouped under the label “transhumanists”.  Tim Cannon of biotech start-up Grindhouse Wetware, who has 
already undergone numerous electro-sensory body modifications of his own, frames transhumanism thus: “Ask anyone who’s trans-
gender. They’ll tell you they’re trapped in the wrong body. But me, I’m trapped in the wrong body because I’m trapped in a body. All bodies 
are the wrong body.”  A term first used by Canadian W.D. Whitehall in 1940,179 transhumanism has become a creed, often chanted by 
dewy-eyed singularity-philes living under too much Aquarian California sun.  But it is also advocated by such serious thinkers as Nick 
Bostrum, head of the University of Oxford’s Future of Humanity Institute, and co-founder of the World Transhumanist Association with 
fellow Oxford scholar David Pearce, a proponent of the “hedonistic imperative” - “a moral obligation to work towards the abolition of 
suffering in all sentient life”.180  This hedonistic imperative would make Nozick roll over in this grave, as he concluded (though without 
the ability to test his experience machine thesis) that most humans would not choose to enter the simulated world to eliminate their 
suffering and to maximize their pleasure.  

Ironically, the proponents of this real-world red-pill authenticity - of feeling pain, suffering, and sacrifice - now more frequently come 
from the eco-left side of the spectrum; Mary Midgely, Jeremy Rifkin, and Bill McKibben are among those who have warned of the dangers 
of transhumanism.  It could prevent us from sensing what we have lost, they argue, and from fighting for what remains of the world.  
Others warn of the proprietary nature of immersive tech, with metaverse market estimates reaching upwards of US$8 trillion.181  Indeed, 
we’re already seeing stories of metaverse real estate, and apparel giant Nike has been filing new applications for digital avatars of the 
company’s trademarks, anticipating the sale of virtual clothing, headwear, and shoes in online and simulated worlds.182  Still others 
warn that the left side of our brain has taken over modernity, dominated by mechanistic and reductive thinking, leaving arts, culture and 
creativity to atrophy, an asymmetry that might only get worse as we surrender our pastimes to corporate-created worlds.183 Incidentally, 
some of transhumanism’s proponents are equally bullish on gene editing, described in the previous section of this scan, as both clus-
ters of technology might serve – in their own ways - to radically improve human intelligence and longevity.  

Many of the great stories of human civilization deal with transhumanist concepts, from the Epic of Gilgamesh to Dante’s Divine Comedy, 
and the idea of human transcendence beyond our earthly shackles is a cornerstone of the majority of western and eastern faith tradi-
tions, as well as intensely secular philosophies, like Nietzsche’s Übermensch.  But with each passing year, what was once in the realm 
of faith or storytelling, is now part of the evolving human narrative.  Public policy, regulation, and civil society engagement with these 
trends will, as usual, have to race to catch up. 

“Going outside is 
highly overrated.”

Ernest Cline, Ready 
Player One (2011)
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FROM DEATH TO DECRIMINALIZATION: 

The Coming Metamorphosis 
in Drug Policy

13
DRUGS

In the first seven months of 2021 alone, a record 821 Albertans 
died of opioid poisoning (representing a 33% jump from the year 
previous), including 262 Calgarians.184  This is a public health emer-
gency, which is increasingly forcing the question about the efficacy 
of our current approach to illicit drug criminalization and stigma-
tization.  Tainted street drugs kill an average of twenty Canadians 
a day (a scale that results in a noticeable impact on life expectancy 
overall in Canada), including six deaths a day in British Columbia 
alone.185  As one journalist notes, “illicit drug toxicity is now the 
top cause of death for people aged 18 to 39 and the fourth highest 
cause of death for the entire B.C. population, behind cancer, heart 
disease and stroke.”186  COVID-19, by comparison, is the 7th most 
deadly malady in the province over the past 2 years. 

Some also note how fentanyl addiction is often tied to prescription 
pain medication.  In the past year alone, courts have ruled that over 
US $36 billion in payouts must be made by pharmaceutical com-
panies and distributors, led by Purdue Pharma, manufacturer of 
OxyContin, for aggressively marketing opioids while downplaying 
the risks187.   As Lloydminster Mayor Gerald Aalbers observes, “when 
you think of an adult having a sports injury, leading to an opioid 
crisis. ‘No that couldn’t happen.’ I challenge you to come down [to 
a civic information session on opioids] and see firsthand what 
can happen in one’s life. Having gone through major surgery, I can 
easily understand dealing with pain. And when that pain does not 
go away, it’s a serious issue.”188

A growing chorus of police chiefs, mayors, public health experts, 
and grassroots groups like Moms Stop the Harm are calling for a 
more effective, de-stigmatized and compassionate approach to 
this health issue, including prioritizing treatment over incarcer-
ation (or in many cases full decriminalization of the use of all 
narcotics), as well as more public understanding of addiction as 
a disease.  The City of Barrie, for example, is calling on Ottawa to 
commit to a national overdose plan, including ensuring a safe 
supply of illicit street drugs and decriminalization for personal 
use.189  Bryan Larkin, the head of the Canadian Association of Police 
Chiefs, is another vocal proponent of de-criminalization, noting 
that so many fringe crimes (property crimes in particular) are 
linked to addiction.  In an interview with CTV, Larkin said he was 
raised to believe “drugs are bad and people who use drugs are crim-
inals.”190 But by criminalizing possession, low-income Canadians 
and people of colour are disproportionally targeted.  This is doubly 
absurd, he points out, when one considers that addictions are a 
mental health issue.

As they did with prescription-based safe injection sites, Vancouver 
is leading the way: Dr. Patricia Daly, Chief Medical Officer of Health, 
is pushing for a compassion club model that would see non-pre-
scribed contaminant-free cocaine, meth, and heroin provided to 
users.  Vancouver’s city council voted to support an application 
from the Drug User Liberation Front to procure and distribute drugs 
(tested for contaminants), which would require an exemption 
from the federal Controlled Drugs and Substances Act.191 Others, 
however, are not convinced that a safe supply is the answer, and 
could exacerbate addiction absent other parallel interventions (it 
also does very little to remove stigma).192  

“Over the last six years, 18,000 Canadians have lost their lives to drug 
addiction. If 18,000 people lost their lives in traffic collisions, our country 
and our communities would not accept that. There would be an outcry.”

Bryan Larkin, President, Canadian Association of Police Chiefs
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Portugal, once Europe’s epicentre of drug use and abuse, famously 
decriminalized the public and private use, acquisition, and posses-
sion of all drugs in the year 2000.  Its approach diverted resources 
from public order (policing and criminal justice prosecution) to public 
health.   This effectively cut its drug use rate in half, dramatically 
reducing new HIV infections, drug deaths and the prison population 
in the first decade, with more incremental improvements over the 
second decade.193 It is far from utopia, however.  The effectiveness in 
eliminating criminal activity has been uneven, and eight years later 
they re-criminalized possession of large amounts, blurring metrics 
of success.194  Still, Portugal’s fatal drug poisoning rate is consis-
tently now below the EU average, while the proportion of prisoners 
sentenced for drug-related offences has fallen to 15% from 40% pre-
2000.195   Importantly, decriminalization is part of a broader package of 
reforms, including harm reduction, health and addictions treatment 
reforms, and public education, the most important effect of which has 
been “to allow the stigma of drug addiction to fall, to let people speak 
clearly and to pursue professional help without fear.”196

Others advocate for expanded drug decriminalization for reasons of 
research potential, treatment of mental health challenges, including 
substance addiction, PTSD treatment, and even enhanced creativity 
and managerial performance.197  Still others advocate for expanding 
the approach we have already taken with cannabis to other classes 
of recreational drugs with lower public health risk thresholds (e.g. 
magic mushrooms, MDMA, ketamine).  After an initial small uptick in 
public consumption of cannabis following legalization, consumption 
fell, then rose again during the pandemic.  The only demographic that 
has showed a consistent rise in cannabis use in every quarter tracked 
are senior citizens, though women have also caught up to men in 
consumption, such that there is no longer a gender divide.198  Other 
trends include fewer people smoking and more people eating it, and 
– most critically – a plummeting decline in sourcing from dealers or 
illegal storefronts.199  

As with cannabis, there may first be a medical-use testing ground 
before recreational legalization is considered (which is more typically 
about norming the issue for political purposes, than it is for research 
purposes).  According to a recent Nanos poll, 78% of Canadians support 
the use of psychedelic drugs in palliative and end-of-life care.200  
Health Canada has already granted a small number of exemptions 
from the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act for cancer patients use 
psilocybin, the active psychedelic ingredient in magic mushrooms.201  
Others are pushing for exemptions for use in psychotherapy and in 
palliative care, while still others smell a new potential venture capital 
play.202

With sufficient evidence marshalled, a growing diversity of voices, 
and reflecting on how benign an experiment the legalization of can-
nabis has been, we can expect at least a more public discussion of 
decriminalization, and possibly a legislative push that could start 
as a private members bill and find its way into legislation if enough 
people look the other way and hold their nose.  Already, prosecutors 
were instructed last year to pursue only the most serious and flagrant 
drug-possession offences.203

“…more and more 
people all over the 
world have begun 
to recognize three 
startling truths: drugs 
are not what we think 
they are, addiction is 
not what we think it is, 
and the drug war has 
very different motives 
to the ones we have 
seen on our TV screens 
for so long.” 

Johann Hari, UK journalist 
and author
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FROM GRAVE DIGGING TO CARBON LEADERSHIP:  

A Climate Vulnerability Forecast14
CLIMATE

It is hard to overstate the degree to which climate change is 
putting constraints on future prosperity and the wellbeing 
of our communities.  As one respected international climate 
number-cruncher noted recently, “the challenge is unbelievably 
huge. Individually, we’d have to eliminate about nine-tenths of 
our carbon emissions” to reach sustainable targets.204  COP 26 
in Glasgow, the latest in an annual gathering of world leaders, 
scientists and other key players attempting to wrestle this 
challenge to the ground, signalled not just the urgency of 
having to address the problem, but put to rest the notion of a 
gradual transition to a sustainable future.  At this point, we are 
now facing an abrupt and highly disruptive transition.   Not only 
has global action to date been too incremental and tentative, 
but the macro trendlines put the challenge into perspective:  
Based on current trends and national commitments, the UN 
estimates with current measures and commitments we are on 
track for a 2.7 degrees Celsius average global temperature rise 
before 2100.205 Some models go as high as 5 degrees Celsius 
in the same time period, absent additional action.  Moreover, 
warming is not evenly distributed:  Our own government pre-
dicts warming in Canada to average 4 degrees Celsius by 
the end of the century, and as much as double that in the far 
north.206  As the World Resources Institute recently put it “It’s 
clear that agriculture as we know it simply can’t thrive in a 
warming world”, adding this is especially true in semi-arid 
areas (which is much of Southern Alberta).207  Even as popula-
tion rises, climate change could reduce global food production 
by as much as one third by the end of the century.208  

Moreover, the global economic growth rate targets are typically 
around 3% annually, which means that we are on a course to 
have eight times the amount of economic activity (and, by exten-
sion, consumption) by the early 2090s.209  As environmental 
writer George Monbiot describes this, “it’s like the Gemino curse 
in Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, which multiplies the trea-
sure in the Lestrange vault until it threatens to crush Harry and 
his friends to death.”210  Decorated economist Nicholas Stern, 

who is pro-growth (and whose famous 2006 
report, with projections that in hindsight 
seem modest, but which were dismissed 
at the time in many circles as alarmist) 
recently added that economic forecasts 
have “grossly undervalued the lives of 
young people and future generations who 
are most at threat from the devastating 
impacts of climate change.”211  While carbon 
output as a ratio of GDP is dropping, it is 
inconceivable that the planet can sustain 
this level of increased consumption without 
extreme and widespread misery, conflict, 
and collapse of entire ecosystems.   

But holding the world’s attention is a chal-
lenge – with every 1% uptick in local unem-
ployment, there is a 3-5% drop in peo-
ple’s belief that climate change requires 
action.212  While we may think of overcoming 
the climate crisis as a technological and 
political challenge, rethinking and recon-
figuring the fundamentals of our economic 
assumptions, priorities and methods is 
arguably the most urgent (yet difficult) chal-
lenge of our time.   It will require something 
far deeper than better “purpose-driven” ESG 
reporting, cleantech challenges, and more 
vigilant regulation.  There are many econo-
mists, financial institutions, enlightened 
industry groups and civil society coalitions 
thinking about this and actioning alterna-
tives.  These approaches – realistic, attain-
able and not naively revolutionary - are cat-
egorized and aggregated well by the global 
Wellbeing Economy Alliance, for example.213  

“Recent climate action announcements might give the impression 
that we are on track to turn things around. This is an illusion. Our 
addiction to fossil fuels is pushing humanity to the brink. We face a 
stark choice: either we stop it, or it stops us. It’s time to say, ‘Enough 
… Enough of treating nature like a toilet. Enough of burning and drill-
ing and mining our way deeper. We are digging our own graves.’”

António Guterres, UN Secretary-General
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Despite high-minded rhetoric from federal leaders, and despite the 
implementation of a nationwide carbon tax, Canada’s performance 
on climate change, when compared globally, has been dismal.  Like 
many countries, there is yawning gap between our pledges and 
policies.  In fact, according to the Climate Change Performance Index, 
compiled by the Bonn-based thinktank Germanwatch, Canada 
has actually fallen in the global rankings under the Trudeau gov-
ernment, to a miserable rank of #58, out of 60 countries analyzed, 
falling further behind such reputational laggards as Russia and 
Australia.214  While there is a modest drop in carbon dioxide emis-
sions per capita, the trend line for total emissions in Canada con-
tinues to rise.  

Our renewables sector, subsidized at a fraction of carbon-emitting 
sectors, has grown by only 4% in the past 5 years (though notably 
much of that growth has been in Alberta).  Additionally, we still 
mine and export both thermal and metallurgical coal, with pro-
vincial plans afoot to intensify both activities.  And a report by 
Environmental Defence and Oil Change International notes that 
Canadian producers are set to expand annual oil and gas produc-
tion by nearly 30 per cent above 2020 levels, which would mean 
a 25 per cent increase in annual carbon emissions.215  All of this 
means that Canada’s transition to a low-carbon future will be all 
the more expensive, painful, and divisive.  Even the modest gesture 
of Canada committing to a net zero target, echoing commitments 
already announced by a number of major oil and gas companies, 
was greeted with such engorged headlines as “Ottawa declares war 
on Alberta oil” 216 and “The Laurentians prepare for war on Alberta.”217  

The good news is that there is an unprecedented level of global 
and national urgency, and a massive generational shift afoot in 
the seriousness with which people and institutions are approach-
ing this shared challenge.  According to recent polling across 28 
large countries, Canadians are the second most concerned about 
climate change (slightly behind Germany).218  In a recent Leger poll, 

75% of Canadians, and nearly 70% of Albertans feel there is still a 
chance to reduce the effects of climate change.219  A large majority 
of Canadians support climate action measures such as carbon 
pricing and phasing out coal, and notably more Albertans now 
support (rather than oppose) Canada’s pledge to cap emissions 
in the oil and gas sector. 220   

The blue chip Canadian Institute on Climate Choices identifies a 
wide range of already-available technologies and solutions that 
should not face insurmountable commercial or public policy con-
straints to widespread implementation.221  As reported in last year’s 
Scan, there are many exciting developments on the renewable 
energy front in the province, as well as in industries adjacent to, 
and spun off from, the oil and gas sector (hydrogen, lithium, carbon 
capture and storage, new road construction materials, carbon 
nanotubes, deep geothermal).  Renewable energy costs have fallen 
dramatically, electric cars are moving to scale (as described in 
detail in last year’s scan), and the embrace of net-zero targets, 
carbon disclosure, SDG commitments, and circular economy pivots 
is becoming more ubiquitous in the corporate sector.   Over 2,700 
companies have committed to climate disclosure, in alignment 
with the Taskforce on Climate-related Financial Disclosure, which 
helps inform the financial system’s exposures to climate-related 
risks.222  

All three mainstream federal parties have committed to climate 
action, with the Liberal plan – if acted upon – having been lauded 
as potentially leading-edge globally by at least one former Green 
Party leader.  While many Albertans may bristle at the appointment 
of environmental activist Stephen Guilbeault as federal Minister 
of Environment and Climate Change, it does send a signal that the 
plan may turn into real action.  At the local level, a once pro urban 
sprawl Mayor Gondek has motivated Council to declare the climate 
emergency, as well as a commit to making Calgary a Net-Zero city 
by 2050.223  
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While government leadership at all levels has tended to be either tepid or missing, civil 
society has not exactly filled the breech:  Only 2% of all philanthropic funding in Canada 
is devoted to climate change.  In 2014, only 8% of over 200 environmental NGOs polled in 
Alberta indicated climate change as among their top three priorities (this figure jumped 
to 28% in the 2020 survey).224  As the 650-page Allen Report – the Alberta Inquiry into Anti-
Alberta Energy Campaigns - underscores, less than one fourteenth of all “foreign funding” of 
Canadian charities was for environmental initiatives, and ½ of this was for wetland con-
servation through one organization – Ducks Unlimited.225  The philanthropic sector is also 
belatedly turning its sights toward climate change action:  Globally, foundation funding 
on climate change is growing fast, and there is a push for more systemic, integrated 
approaches to climate philanthropy that promote alternative economic models and that 
engage directly with government, the commercial sector, and social movements.226  The 
Canadian Philanthropic Commitment on Climate Change, albeit with a scant 26 signato-
ries so far, calls on all foundations, “regardless of their mission, status, or geographic loca-
tion, to come together and signal their commitment to climate action.”227  As Annie Bérubé 
, Program Director at the McConnell Foundation, points out, “thanks to previous research 
and experimentation we now have the knowledge we need to achieve the deep and rapid 
emissions reduction needed in most economic sectors in Canada.”228  Alberta Ecotrust 
Foundation’s Climate Innovation Fund, in partnership with the Canadian Federation of 
Municipalities’ LC3 initiative, is injecting new grants and investment capital into the 
Calgary and Edmonton social economies. 

But while most institutions are increasingly swimming in the same direction, the Alberta 
government has been reluctant and slower to take up the climate action mantle.   So much 
of what they came into power pledging was so feverishly critical of climate action (espe-
cially market-friendly climate action) that they are fighting not only a credibility gap, but 
hampered by epic missteps that the Kenney government will have to work hard to overcome 
and put behind them.  The Allen Report not only found no wrongdoing by pro-climate-action 
NGOs (i.e. no evidence was found that Alberta’s reputational besmirchment was the result 
of shady or illegal activity), but it saved its harshest words for the UCP government itself, 
particularly around the focus, governance and lack of transparency around the Canadian 
Energy Centre Ltd. (a.k.a. “War Room”). 229   The War Room’s public relations effort, putting 
forward the argument that Canadian oil is more ethical than other global sources of supply 
(unlike Saudi Arabia, Canadians don’t perform crucifixions and beheadings, in case anyone 
was wondering) is more likely harming, rather than helping, the reputation of the resource 

sector.  Consumers in Times Square, far 
from running to their nearest gas station to 
ask for Canadian product, are more likely to 
wonder why we are trying so hard (or, worse, 
what are we hiding?).  And humiliatingly, 
the government has ended up adopting 
the federal carbon tax program in lieu of 
a made-in-Alberta downstream carbon 
pricing scheme.  Although the provincial 
government has more recently thrown its 
support behind renewables and quasi-re-
newables (e.g. hydrogen), it has an image 
problem to surmount on this file.  Turning 
climate action from a wedge issue into a 
re-election pillar will be a hard pivot for the 
UCP to make, but could well be essential to 
their political survival.  
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The world could be far richer by many measures if 
we do what this catastrophe demands of us. If we 
don’t, catastrophes such as the violent flooding that 

recently cut off Canada’s largest port and stranded the city 
of Vancouver are reminders that the cost of 
addressing the crisis is dwarfed by the cost 
of not doing so.230

Rebecca Solnit, journalist
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15
RECONCILIATION

SPRING FORWARD, LAND BACK:

Reparation as Reconciliation
NOTE: This chapter is co-authored with Latasha Calf Robe. 

Reconciliation is a challenge to not only what it means to be a Canadian, but also to the 
very idea of Canada.  At the heart of Reconciliation is truth-telling, deep listening, com-
mitments to change institutions and relationships (including nation-to-nation relation-
ships), and acknowledging land. It is a challenge issued to all Canadians to learn about 
the systemic, historic and intentional exclusion of Indigenous Peoples from the economy, 
the dismantling of their food security, and the erosion of a viable land base essential to 
restoring both economic self-reliance and food sovereignty.  

Reconciliation entails renovating the stories that prop up one mythos of Canada, hearing 
the painful stories that remained hidden under the surface (or, more accurately, that 
settler Canadians chose not to believe), and eventually, over time, building a shared new 
narrative.  As Ted Chamberlain reminded us in one of the great Canadian non-fiction 
books of the 21st century so far, If This is Your Land, Where are Your Stories?, it is stories that 
legitimize land.231   In the case of Indigenous Peoples, those stories are captured not only 
in oral tradition, but have been painstakingly mapped onto the landscape in preparing for 
mining, forestry and fisheries negotiations, through harvest studies, use and occupancy 
studies, traditional knowledge projects, archeology, toponym and genealogy research, 
and ethnographies.232  

No settler Canadian knew the connection between stories and land better than Chief 
Justice Thomas Berger, who died this past April, after having quite literally (and profoundly) 
helped change the map of Canada.  Famous for at least three monumental legacies – as 
lead counsel in arguing the successful Calder case, which reignited the Nisga’a Land Claim 
negotiations (after a nearly century-long hiatus), for leading the Inquiry into the Mackenzie 
Valley Pipeline (the platinum standard for oil and gas development consultations and pre-
cursor to ‘environmental assessment’ in the decades that followed), and for sacrificing a 
Supreme Court appointment in favour of publicly advocating for the inclusion of Section 
35 into the Charter.  Berger helped cement the constitutional recognition of Aboriginal 
rights and title.  A model both of allyship and of meaningful and authentic consultation, 
he helped build a more just society fundamentally rooted in recognition of rights to land.  

But in many ways, Berger was the acceptable (white, male, Anglo-Saxon) vessel through 
which other voices were first amplified.  Leaders like Ethel Blondin-Andrew, who later 
became the first Indigenous woman in parliament, or Stephen Kakfwi, one of the lon-
gest-serving Premiers in Canadian history (only bested by such giants as Ernest Manning, 
W.A.C. Bennett and Maurice Duplessis).  Another of the leaders of this transformative period 
– Mary May Simon - is now Governor General.  Such leaders, all of whom were involved in 
negotiating major transfers of land (and other land-based rights) from the Canadian state 
back to indigenous peoples, have inspired an army of young Canadians in this century – 
Indigenous and settler - eager to take up the challenge and hard work of Reconciliation, a 
generation who will push beyond performative land acknowledgement into deeper forms 
of authentic acknowledgement, including land-based reparation.  

“Landback” began as a campaign initi-
ated by NDN Collective, centered on the 
fight to reclaim the Black Hills of South 
Dakota, including Mount Rushmore, seen 
as a colonial scar on a sacred landscape.  
To some this is cancel-culture run amuck, 
but the Rushmore monument was carved 
by a man with ties to the Ku Klux Klan,233 
and it’s hard to ignore that two of the four 
visages were slave owners and one (Teddy 
Roosevelt) had an obsessive malice toward 
Indigenous people.  Roosevelt, often hailed 
by conservationists as the creator of the 
national parks system, placed a premium 
on ethnically cleansing the ‘park’ lands of 
Indigenous inhabitants.  His treasury of 
quotes is peppered with wild-eyed racism 
and ferociously cruel anti-Indigenous 
proclamations.234  

“There needs to be 
reparations following 
reconciliation, we are 
beyond the apology 
stage.”248

Melanie Fiddler, Cote First 
Nation (and Calgary-based 
economic development 
advocate)
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But the “land back” campaign has also inspired a proto-movement north of the border.  A small group of Haudenosaunee activists, 
for example, set up a camp last year in Caledonia, giving it the address “1492 Land Back Lane.”235 The Yellowhead Institute at Ryerson 
University published a Red Paper entitled Land Back in 2019, with a follow up report on “Cash back” this past year.236  But the land back 
concept is rapidly being co-opted.  There are allegations that some NGOs are using it as tool to fundraise for their own purposes, rather 
than in the cause of authentic allyship.237  And Marc Miller, at his swearing-in as the new Crown-Indigenous Relations Minister, turned 
a few heads when he said that the government’s relationship with Indigenous peoples “has been broken because of land — land theft 
— and it’s time to give land back.”238  

Even as Minister Miller makes this declaration, the highest profile dispute in Canada involving Indigenous land is the Wet’suwet’en 
defence of their territory in NW coastal BC in opposition to the Coastal GasLink pipeline, built by Calgary-based TC Energy.  The pipeline 
would carry natural gas from a hydraulic fracturing facility in Dawson Creek to a liquification facility in Kitimat.  Through much of the 
fall, RCMP have clashed with Wet’suwet’en land defenders239 and hereditary chiefs.  But little about this is new.  The Wet’suwet’en have 
been battling industrial development on their unceded territory since the 1970s, and many other Nations have joined in protests against 
pipelines, freight rail, old growth logging, and other industrial developments on Indigenous land.  These actions were a major national 
issue in the months before the pandemic, and they are resurfacing again, revealing in the process a number of unhealed open sores in 
the body of Canadian confederation: 

Unceded Land and Bad Faith Treaty-Making: Many parts of Canada, including Wet’suwet’en territory and most of what is presently 
called “British Columbia” (which doesn’t sound at all colonial!) are unceded territory.  They are not under treaty, and as such, are not in 
a fundamental sense under Canadian jurisdiction.  But even the numbered treaties are subject to considerable dispute.  We know that 
the treaties were signed under varying degrees of duress, obfuscation and, subsequently, broken promises.  James Daschuk’s book 
Clearing the Plains documents, for example, how Indigenous peoples on the prairies were forced into treaty by way of famine, followed by 
food rationing in exchange for signatures.240    Fundamental misunderstandings of what a treaty signifies between the Euro-Canadian 
colonists and Indigenous signatories – the former that it was an extinguishment of title and surrender of land, the latter that it was the 
beginning of a relationship of co-existence on shared land, have set the tone for a century and a half.  Small wonder, then, that when 
major changes to waterways or landscapes are proposed, that vocal Indigenous concern or opposition is almost always assured.  
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Clashing Worldviews: The doctrine of “cession” is itself dubious.  For Indigenous Peoples, 
no one can “own” land in any absolute sense, anymore than one can own animals, or air, 
or other people.  As Allan Greer, Canada Research Chair in Colonial North America at McGill 
University, points out “Indigenous peoples did not see land as a saleable commodity; their 
languages did not even have words to convey the sense of “ceding” or “selling” territory: 
Thus the treaty text cannot have faithfully reproduced the oral agreements that were nego-
tiated.”  Similarly, the notion of “crown land” holds that public land is held in trust by Her 
Majesty, the sovereign.  But for Indigenous Peoples, the land itself is sovereign – it is the 
land that wears the crown.   As the Land Back editorial collective at Briarpatch Magazine 
frames it, “when we say “Land Back” we aren’t asking for just the ground, or for a piece of 
paper that allows us to tear up and pollute the earth. We want the system that is land to 
be alive so that it can perpetuate itself, and perpetuate us as an extension of itself. That’s 
what we want back: our place in keeping land alive and spiritually connected.”241 

Shifting Jurisprudence: A succession of court cases since the 1960s (that is, since 
Indigenous people in Canada were permitted to hire lawyers), have gradually brought 
more clarity and refinement to questions of Indigenous title, occupancy, and the duty of 
governments to consult or accommodate in the face of changes or challenges to land use.  
These cases are some of the most famous and seminal in Canadian history: Marshall, 
Sparrow, Delgamuukw, Tsilhqot’in, Grassy Narrows…  Most recently, a decision in a BC 
court in favour of Blueberry River First Nation, faced with forestry, oil and gas, agriculture, 
mining and hydroelectric development pressures overlapping on their territory, ruled that 
a failure to take into account cumulative effects of multiple development proposals is a 
breach of Treaty.242

Specific Claims: The Government of Canada has negotiated settlements on more than 
460 specific claims, with roughly the same number either still in negotiations or in an 
earlier stage of consideration.243  Recent examples from Alberta include the Onion Lake Cree 
settlement, expanding their opportunity to be an active participant in natural resource 
development, and Bigstone Cree, which included the transfer of 140,000 acres of Provincial 
Crown land to become new reserve land.244  The Mikisew Cree specific claim, ratified in 
2017, took 24 years to negotiate, a not-unusual timeline.245  Not surprisingly then, others 
have pursued specific claims through the courts instead. In 2019, a federal judge ruled 
Canada was in breach of Treaty 7 and that the Kainai (Blood) Nation was entitled to 710 
square miles of land.  The reserve is currently 547.5 square miles.246

But a broader interpretation of “land back” goes far beyond land exchange or “Adding to 
Reserve” through land claims agreements or court cases.  The notion of “land back” is 
not just a federal (or even a federal-provincial joint) responsibility, nor is it just limited to 
a conversation about crown land.  Municipalities, land owners, foundations and others 
can share in this movement.  The City of Victoria, for example, is looking at sharing a fixed 
portion of all newly assessed (developed) lands with the Songhees and Esquimalt First 
Nations on a permanent basis.  An Indigenous variant of the “conversation easement”, 
which provides charitable tax receipts to the donor, is already in practice in the US.

There are also major questions of governance, voice, agency, harvesting rights and stew-
ardship over crown lands, including parks and protected spaces.  The federal government’s 
Indigenous Guardians program, a partial response to decades of chronic and systemic 
exclusion from the formal conservation apparatus of the Canadian state, aims to expand 
Indigenous involvement (on a pilot basis only, however) in stewardship of their traditional 
lands and waters.  Co-managed parks, like Gwaii Haanas National Park and Tombstone 
Territorial Park in the Yukon, have shown the efficacy of Indigenous guardianship, not to 
mention their critical role in self-government and treaty arrangements.   Co-management 
agreements – sometimes called community-based resource management - have been in 
place for decades throughout the far north, but they are curiously absent from the Alberta 
landscape.  

On the contrary, under the UCP govern-
ment we have turned from indifference to 
neo-colonial hostility in how Indigenous-
crown relations are unfolding: The most 
obvious example of this is the new Alberta 
Litigation Fund, which actively under-
mines Indigenous sovereignty, stating 
that “Applicants [to the fund] need to show 
how their legal action will advance Alberta’s 
interests…”247  If a First Nation or Metis orga-
nization applied to the fund to, for example, 
litigate a coal mining play on their tradi-
tional territory, they’ll be told to go pound 
sand, as it’s not in Alberta’s interests to 
impede industry, no matter how irrespon-
sible or non-consultative a given proponent 
might be.    This kind of approach can be 
expected to draw negative international 
attention to Alberta at a time when we’re 
telling the world to buy Albertan because 
we are ‘clean’ and our human rights record 
is unsullied.  

Despite the uptick in awareness and inter-
est over the last summer, stemming from 
the heart-wrenching discoveries of mass 
burial sites at former residential schools, 
and the first national statutory holiday 
in honour of Reconciliation (which the 
Prime Minister conspicuously blew off), 
mainstream Canada may not be ready for 
what’s next.   There is bound to be discom-
fort, resentment, and continued or even 
intensified clashes as Reconciliation takes 
on a more active, restorative shape.  But 
there is no going back.  The return of land 
will be the most agonizing and conflict-rid-
den part of reconciliation, but it will permit 
us to spring forward as a nation.   A slight 
modification to Burton Cumming’s iconic 
Canadian anthem seems a fitting way to 
end this scan: 

Maybe I’ll be there to shake your hand
Maybe I’ll be there to share the land
That they’ll be giving [back]
When we all live together.
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With land comes knowledge… Our knowledge, 
cosmologies… and all of the relational structures that 
connect to that knowledge have been impacted and, 

to some degree, severed by colonialism. When we say ‘Land 
Back,’ we are acknowledging and invoking those 
ancient knowledge systems and calling for a 
validation of them in our contemporary times.249

Alex Wilson, Opaskwayak Cree Nation (and with University of Saskatchewan)
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