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Editor’s
Note

Thank you to the 1,400+
Sprawl members who made
this publication possible!

PO Box 31040 Bridgeland
Calgary, AB T2E 9A3

This fall, we’re celebrating The Sprawl’s third anniversary. It feels fitting to kick off our fourth year
with this zine, a special print edition exclusively
for our members. It’s a grab-bag of stories about
Alberta—past, present and future.
It all started in 2017 when I covered Calgary’s
municipal election. At the time, The Sprawl was
basically a one-man band. I ran around town with
an iPhone 6, posting to a Medium page, supported
by a handful of people on Patreon.
Since then, The Sprawl has grown into something bigger, better and more sustainable. From
day one, Sprawlers have made this endeavour
possible by pitching in a few dollars a month—and
as our crowdfunding has steadily grown, so have we.
Three years ago, the idea of having another fulltime editor and writer on staff would have seemed
like a far-fetched dream. But in 2020, it’s reality
(see, not everything is terrible this year!). Thanks to
your support, Ximena González, The Sprawl’s assistant editor, is a full-time employee as of this month.
And as we’ve grown, we’ve been able to expand
our focus from just Calgary to Alberta provincial
affairs—an area of obvious need.
This province can grind a person down. There’s
a reason that many folks are choosing to leave. But
I retain a stubborn belief that as Albertans, we still
have the capability to be curious and creative in
tough times, even if our leaders are not.
Working on this zine with our team has invigorated my faith in the entire Sprawl endeavour. It’s
right there in the Sprawl Manifesto: in addition to
doing serious journalism, we also want to surprise
and delight our readers.
To be honest, I feel like I need these fun little
detours as much as you do.
“Since we have no beast to feed—no next day’s
newspaper, no nightly newscast—we’re free to use
different platforms and formats for Sprawl storytelling,” reads the Sprawl Manifesto. “Instead of
just cranking out one article after another, we ask:
How might we tell this story in a new way?”
Here’s one way. We hope you enjoy it.
And thank you for your support!

sprawlcalgary.com
hello@sprawlcalgary.com

Jeremy Klaszus
Founder/Editor, The Sprawl

We’re crowdfunded, ad-free and
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Founder/Editor Jeremy Klaszus
Assistant Editor Ximena González
Alberta Politics Writer Taylor Lambert
Staff Writer Intern Hadeel Abdel-Nabi
Art Director/Designer Chris Pecora
Comics Artist Sam Hester
Sprawlzine, Issue 1
Published September 2020
by The Sprawl
Cover art by Kaitlynn Copithorne

1

Sprawlzine

01

2020

THE PROVINCE
THAT CHANGED ME
By XIMENA GONZÁLEZ

Ten years ago, in September 2010, I
set foot in Canada for the first time.
Coming from Mexico, I was embarking on a new adventure meant to last
two years (or however long it would
take me to graduate).
I didn’t know much about Canada
then, to be honest. All I knew was
that—for some reason—it seemed
far better than the U.S. At the time,
coming to Canada didn’t feel like
my choice. When I got accepted to a
master’s program at the University of
Calgary, I felt like Canada had chosen
me instead.
Thanks to such obliviousness, I
didn’t know many things were about
to change for me. Ten years ago, I
was more of a right-leaning centrist,
wary of “big government” taking over
my freedom. I still had some trust in
the social benefits of a free market.
But Canada didn’t just give me a
post-graduate education, it showed
me that a different way of life was
possible—a life where even starving students have access to a decent
quality of life.
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On social media, I shared my
surprise at the lack of potholes and
the cleanliness of the streets. I even
commented on the friendliness of
Calgary’s streets for pedestrians
(go figure).
That fall, Mayor Naheed Nenshi
was elected and, used to long
and lavish election processes, I
didn’t even notice there had been
a municipal election. I also became
aware of the importance of citizens
as taxpayers. I realized that in a
country less corrupt than my own,
Canadians actually saw a return
on their taxes—libraries, public
transit, universities, health care,
clean drinking water, parks...
and safety.
In my still right-of-centre view,
I couldn't believe the life I led as a
student was possible. How could it
be that all these public services were
effective, efficient, yet public? I come
from a country where public equals
sub-par, deficient; where the word
public is used to oppress instead of
level up.

The Province That Changed Me
A few months into grad school,
while eating lunch at Mac Hall with a
fellow international student, I had a
first glimpse of what made this place
so welcoming: equality.
“Being poor here is so much
nicer!” I quipped.
The more I got to know Canada
the more I liked it. And as odd as it
sounds, the more I learned about
the lives led by Albertans, the
more my views shifted towards the
left. Yes, you can have thriving
businesses and provide a decent
living for most. Government
regulations do work, and the economy and the environment don’t have
to be mutually exclusive.
Ten years later, I often forget about
this too. I complain that what we have
could be better. I recognize the shortcomings of a system that is leaving
many Albertans behind. But after a
decade in Canada, things like universal basic income don’t seem like a
far-fetched dream. Improved living
standards for most seems possible, a good life is not an unattainable
dream, and an even more egalitarian
society is just around the corner.
In my time here, I’ve also
become more aware that most of the
things that nourish society are
not as top-of-mind for corporations
as I thought.
I learned all this despite living in
the “Texas of the North,” in a province and country then governed by
conservative parties. Compared to
Mexico, in Canada even the right
looks left, I thought. There’s nothing
to worry about.
But last year I started worrying.
The UCP’s campaign promises and worldview are threatening
the policies that have allowed this
province to thrive. It’s a threat that
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will divide Albertans by making the
differences between us starker—the
quality of the services we get, as in
Mexico, would be defined by what
we’re able to afford. Many rights
would become privileges.
But paying for “better” private
services isn’t a privilege, it’s a
government’s failure. Leaving behind
those unable to afford a life of quality
doesn’t foster a caring society.
I don’t want Alberta to become a
province in which where you come
from defines where you can go, where
your dreams have to be marketbased to survive, where people stop
looking after each other and focusing
only on their individual gain.
Progressive Albertans want to
perfect what we’ve already got, to lift
more people out of poverty, to keep
more Albertans from falling through
the cracks of the system.
In the past, Albertans may have
chosen oil and gas over more stable
industries, but they also chose to
support the high-quality public
services we enjoy today: topranking schools and universities,
hospitals and clinics, provincial parks
and conservation areas.
Today, Albertans are being
coerced to choose between the
“privilege” of private enterprise and
the “burden” of looking after each
other. In a province whose people
have stood together, boom or bust,
posing such choice is, ultimately,
un-Albertan.
Left or right, all of us should
work to continue living in a society
where everyone can thrive.
Caring about each other shouldn’t
be a political choice.
Ximena González is assistant editor
of The Sprawl.
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It’s Time for a Child-care Revolution

Universal child care is
about equity—not just
the economy.

It’s Time for a
Child-care
Revolution
By BRIANNA SHARPE

The last six months have exposed
how crucial child care is to the
economy, as Canadians desperately
try to balance work and children in
the home.
This pandemic has made me a
statistic. After my second child was
born in 2017, I left my teaching job for
part-time precarious work because
spending a quarter of our income on
child care just wasn’t feasible.
By April I’d stopped working
almost entirely to care for our two
preschoolers while my husband held
down his health-care job. Now
I’m part of what some are calling
COVID-19’s “shecession.”1
When Alberta Finance Minister
Travis Toews was in Cochrane on
August 19, Dolina Watson, a grandmother and fierce social justice advocate, asked him what his government
would do to help women recover
financially. He responded: “At a time
when many, many Albertans are
looking for opportunities, I would
suggest that this would be a great
opportunity in child care,” which
would also “reduce red tape in the
child-care sector.”
To this government, women
should be staying home, pulling
ourselves up by our bootstraps and
opening private daycares. Stayat-home parents and child-care
providers have all my respect—

but as a “strategy,” this is extremely
concerning.
Now more than ever, Albertans
need a child-care revolution backed
by economic data, personal
stories, and the knowledge that true
economic recovery requires universal child care.
The caveats of a market-based
child-care system
Speaking at the House of Commons
in June, economist Armine Yalnizyan
said, “There can be no recovery without a she-covery; and there can be no
she-covery without child care.”
But well before the pandemic,
Alberta’s market-based model was
already failing women and families.
According to a report published by
the University of Toronto’s Atkinson
Centre for Society and Child Development in 2017, every $1 put into
early learning and child care generates between $2 and $7 in revenue
and savings.
But between the phase-out of the
NDP’s $25-a-day child-care program
and Minister Toews’s comments, it’s
clear that the UCP is more intent on
keeping women at home and maintaining a patchwork child-care model
than it is on heeding good fiscal and
social wisdom.
Susan Prentice, a professor of
sociology at the University of

1 — Coined by Think Upstream director Trish Hennessy and economist Armine Yalnizyan in a 2009 Canadian Centre
for Policy Alternatives article, this term is currently used to describe the disappearance of female-dominated jobs
during Canada’s COVID-19 lockdown and the extra struggles women will face to recover. The use of the term was popularized
by the New York Times in May.
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Manitoba, said the conversations
around child care go beyond
dollars and cents; we are caught
in a “values-based disagreement
between those who believe that
early learning and child-care
services are essential pieces of
social and economic infrastructure,
and those who fundamentally
believe the market can adequately
provide them.”
The clash between these irreconcilable perspectives is sharpest in
Alberta, Prentice believes.
According to the Atkinson Centre’s
report, Alberta is one of the provinces with the highest percentage
of for-profit child-care centres in
Canada (57%), and devotes comparatively little of its budget to early
learning and child care.
In July, the UCP made much ado
about its bilateral agreement with the
federal government, which invested
$45 million into early learning and
child care. Much of this influx is
rightly going towards subsidizing families who need it most. But
by helping only those families who
make $75,000 or less, thousands of
middle-income earners fall through
the cracks, forcing many Albertans
to choose between child care and
their careers.
Publicly funded child care would
avoid these pitfalls and give each
family what they need to make
authentic choices. Subsidy-based
models “fund the child, not the
system,” said Siobhan Vipond,
secretary treasurer for the Alberta
Federation of Labour.
Many countries have set affordability thresholds for child care,
Prentice says. For example, the
United States has said that anything
above 7% of a family’s income going
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towards child care is considered
unaffordable. In Sweden, it’s 5%.
Based on the limited details
revealed by Rebecca Schulz, Alberta’s Children’s Services Minister,
while many low-income families
will receive $25-a-day child care, a
Calgary-based single parent at the
top end of the subsidy bracket could
still pay over 10% of their income.
Because those earning over $75,000
are left out altogether, they could be
paying 20% or more.
In late July, Bridget Casey, a
Calgary-based finance expert and
parent, wrote a widely-shared tweet
that exposed the inadequacy of
subsidies. “$100,000 is not ‘good
money.’ It’s not even enough
to support a couple [with one] child
in Alberta.”
The tweet invoked the ire of
armchair economists, but Albertans’
median household income in 2018
was $98,400. “The fact that they set
[the subsidy line] 25% below that—
it’s like they’re trying to help the least
number of families possible,” Casey
told me.
My family income sits right around
that median. If I were to take on even
20 hours of work a week, I’d almost
be working to pay for the child care
required for me to work. For people
in a similar position, it doesn’t make
economic sense to jump back into
the labour market.
Bringing about an equitable system
Inevitably, every revolution will
need to address deep-seated
ideologies. The province has the
highest number of stay-at-home
mothers in the country, according
to Statistics Canada, and has the
largest earnings gap between men
and women.

It’s Time for a Child-care Revolution
Alberta’s economy is based on a
lack of gender parity and even misogyny. Industries like oil and gas seem
to be designed around one parent—
often a mother—staying home, while
the other is gone for stretches of
time. As Calgary-based entrepreneur
Emma May pointed out in a recent
CBC article, “our corporate culture
remains one of male entitlement.”
Martha Friendly, a child-care
researcher and advocate, says that to
bring about an equitable system, we
need to shift the conversation away
from economic data to one about
human rights, and the need to address
gender, racial, and class inequality.
“These ‘inequalities,’” she
said, “are shaped by many of the
same political structures, circumstances and ideology that have
inhibited development of the childcare system needed by so many
Canadians.”
“The Alberta economy is
designed to keep women at home,”
noted Casey.
When women and communities
are supported, children thrive. But
right now families are under unprecedented strain, and the Alberta
model is failing parents who can’t
afford care, or can’t access a space
in a regulated centre. It’s also failing
workers—largely women and disproportionately racialized, as they were
among the first to lose their already
low wages in March.
As reporter Emily Peck wrote in
May, “the whole industry is subsidized—not by government funds,
really, but by the cheap labor these
women provide.” Although Peck was
writing in an American context, her
point holds: by refusing to fund a
universal system, we’re forcing workers and families to pay the costs.
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Alberta’s economy is
based on a lack of
gender parity
and even misogyny.

Child care has been put in silos for
decades: a women’s issue, a welfare
issue, an issue the market can solve.
But if the last few months have taught
us anything, it’s that when society
provides a safety net, it helps us all.
“Some of the best programs in
society have come out of hard times
like the Depression or World War II,
because it’s when people have got
back to questioning: What do we
need?” said Vipond.
To come out of this period of
turmoil, and to thrive beyond it,
Albertans need a system that is
robust, equitable, and responsive to
the needs of families.
We need to know there is a
high-quality system of care for
our kids, one that nurtures them
regardless of our income bracket.
We need a society that takes care
of its communities, and not just
because it makes economic sense
to do so.
Parents need to know we have real
choices about whether and how to
return to work.

Brianna Sharpe is a freelance
journalist covering gender and
sexuality, parenting, the
environment and more.
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Reclaiming John Ware

Reclaiming
John Ware

Cheryl Foggo is an award-winning author,
playwright and filmmaker, and a leading authority
on Black history in Alberta. Her first book, Pourin’
Down Rain: A Black Woman Claims Her Place in the
Canadian West, was recently republished as a 30th
anniversary edition. Her latest project is John Ware
Reclaimed, a myth-busting NFB documentary
premiering at the Calgary International Film
Festival. The film investigates the life and myths of
John Ware, the Black Alberta cowboy and rancher.

A Q&A with Cheryl Foggo.
By JEREMY KLASZUS

PHOTO
ACTOR FRED WHITFIELD
AS JOHN WARE
© SHAUN ROBINSON
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Some people don’t know who John Ware was.
Can you give the broad strokes?
John Ware was a Black cowboy who came up to
Canada [from the U.S.] in the fall of 1882 on the first
very large cattle-drive into the area. He established
himself quite early on because he was very skilled
with all animals. He loved animals, and he was
great with horses. He was good with cattle.
He faced a lot of racism, and he knew that he
would need allies in the ranching community
among the white ranchers. So he was just a very
savvy, smart, big, strong, funny, friendly, helpful, skilled with a rope, skilled with everything,
ran faster than anybody—he was just one of those
people that had it all.
I, like many people, thought John Ware was a
singular Black figure in his day. When I began to
do research and start writing about John Ware, it
was very surprising to find out that he came into an
already existing group. There were Black people
here when he came. There were Black people
who came while he was here, in his early years,
and many Black people before the migration from
Oklahoma that involved my great-grandparents
in 1910. There were many Southern Alberta Black
residents.
That was one of the things that was surprising to
me, and kind of delightful.

Sprawlzine

That’s interesting, because
in the popular imagination
John Ware is this lone figure,
this legend, right?
Yeah. And I absorbed that narrative
just like everybody else. I always
assumed that, apart from John Ware,
people in my community were the
first Black people to come here.
If you go back and peel back the
layers, you see that a Black presence
in Western Canada and Southern
Alberta is very underreported and
under-known. It doesn’t really fit
within the narrative of Canada that
we have. Therefore, this notion of
this one singular Black person who
was able to succeed is kind of held
up as an example of how Canada was
not racist.
The whole story just needs
retelling and to be contextualized,
and that is what I’m trying to do in
my film.
How did your ancestors come
to the Canadian prairies?
Both of my maternal sets of
great-grandparents came in the 1910
migration. They, at that time, were
both living in Oklahoma.
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There was a lot of tension in Oklahoma. You’ve probably heard of the
Greenwood Massacre—what used to
be known as the Tulsa riots of 1921.
My great-grandparents, the Smiths,
were living one block over from
Greenwood Avenue. So although my
family had already left before that
infamous massacre took place, that
was their community.
They were part of what was known
as Black Wall Street. It was an incredibly thriving Black community. It was
considered the most affluent and
successful Black community in the
United States at that time, and the
kind of tension that boiled up and
resulted in that horrifying massacre
was already present when my
great-grandparents were living
in Oklahoma.
That’s why they left: disenfranchisement, lynchings, burning
people’s homes out, destroying
people’s ability to make a living. So
then when the Canadian government
started advertising for American
farmers to come up and what they
so horribly called “break the land,”
my great-grandparents, like many
of their counterparts who came up in

Reclaiming John Ware
PHOTO
DIRECTOR CHERYL FOGGO AND
ACTOR FRED WHITFIELD
© SHAUN ROBINSON

History has not been
accurately told, and
the missing parts of
his story are very important
and necessary for
people to know.

that migration, realized it was time to
get out of the Southern U.S.

first run out of the energy, to actually
try to absorb the hate and the hostility that the community faced.
It was not a welcome migration,
and I think it would have been a much
bigger and more sustainable migration if that hadn’t happened, because
the Canadian government tried all
kinds of things to prevent people
from coming.
And ultimately, when they hired
some people, mostly a couple of
preachers, to go down and talk to
the people down there and tell them,
“You’re not welcome, number one.
You'll face the same kind of racism.
And number two, you should see how
cold it is”—people stopped coming.

It’s easy to hear that story and
have a romantic view of it. But as
the Canadian government figured
out what was going on, they
decided to do something about it.
What happened?
The Canadian government was
caught off guard by the arrival of
Black people. They were not looking for Black people to come. They
were advertising for white people to
come. So within a very short period of
time—it was actually 1911 that Prime
Minister Wilfrid Laurier signed an
order in council essentially saying
Blacks aren’t welcome and will be
prohibited from coming.
The response, especially in the
cities, was very unfriendly, very
hostile. Boards of trade, newspapers—pretty well every organization
that was in existence and established in the cities—rose up in outcry
against this migration. If you spent
time searching through the newspapers of 1910 through 1912 looking
for stories about this migration, you
would run out of time, if you didn’t
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That played out on a large scale
with that migration, but then
kind of played out again and
again in certain neighborhoods in
Calgary, right?
Oh yeah. Calgary and Edmonton
were really bad for virulent racism.
In 1914 Charles Daniels, who was
part of a Black community that was
here before my ancestors came,
tried to go see a play at the Grand
Theatre in Calgary and was refused
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admittance. They tried to get him to
agree to sit up in the balcony where
they segregated Black people, and
he refused because he had a ticket
for the orchestra. There was quite a
famous civil rights case that came
out of that.
In 1920, there was a petition in
Victoria Park. They wanted to take
people's homes away from them
and send them away. They wanted
them removed. They also wanted to
prevent any further infiltration, as
they thought of it, of Blacks into the
community. So about 75% of people
who were living in Victoria Park at
that time signed a petition. It’s a very
long petition. You can go down to
Calgary city hall and see all the signatures, including R. B. Bennett, who
was a future prime minister.
If you go through the decades,
there are many incidents that
demonstrate how deeply embedded
in society anti-Black racism was.
Going back to John Ware—you’ve
said that you want to be the one
that finds him. That you want to
take a giant eraser, swipe it across
everything that’s been said about
John Ware, and get closer to what
is true. What do you mean by that?
Well, there are a lot of different things
I mean by that.
History has not been accurately
told, and the missing parts of his
story are very important and
necessary for people to know. So
that’s one thing.
The part about wanting to be the
one to find him is, maybe in some
ways, related to having had his existence and his legacy have a very real
impact on how I feel about myself as a
Western Canadian and fully claiming
my place here.
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Reclaiming John Ware

He had an impact on my life, and
I think in some ways it’s appropriate
that I am the one searching for him
and seeking for him.
A lot of what many of us know
about John Ware comes from
former Alberta Lieutenant
Governor Grant MacEwan’s
1960 book, John Ware's Cow
Country. What’s your approach
to that work?
I had a very mixed relationship to the
book. I appreciate that it exists. I also
don’t appreciate the way it portrays
John Ware. I don't find it, for the most
part, accurate.
The voice that Grant MacEwan
ascribes to John Ware in the book—
every single word of it makes me
cringe. So I have a very ambivalent
relationship to the book. It established John Ware as a person that
people should include in our history,
and I really appreciate Grant
MacEwan for that.
At the same time, I know
people from those places. I knew
them as a kid. I heard them speak.
Nobody talks like that. It’s like old
Hollywood racist Negro-speak,
and it’s horrific.
I guess it goes back to your
question about me: What did I mean
when I said I want to be the one
who finds him? I would like to establish a new story for John Ware that
people can access. That will act in
relationship to that book, for sure.
That book’s not going to disappear. But I want to offer a different
perspective on John Ware and
his story and address the problems
with that book being the place that
everyone goes to to learn about
John Ware.

I think my generation lived
in a world where racism
operated differently, and
we sort of did our best to
try to navigate within that
system. Young people are
much less patient with that.

As somebody who’s researched
and lived this for so long, what
would you say to the young Black
people who have been marching in
the streets for Black Lives Matter?
First of all, I would say that young
people give me incredible hope and,
I think, are going to take a giant step
forward in terms of claiming their
absolute, indisputable right to live in
safety and peace, and with the same
access to opportunity and resources
that white people have and that
everybody should have.
I think my generation lived in a world where
racism operated differently, and we sort of did our
best to try to navigate within that system. Young
people are much less patient with that—with that
kind of slow, one-step-forward, a-half-step-back
type of progress, if you can call it that.
I completely understand and support and love
those young people who want to make a better
world and who fully understand that a better world
for us is a better world for everybody.

PHOTO
BLACK LIVES MATTER
MARCH IN CALGARY,
JUNE 1, 2020.
© JEREMY KLASZUS
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Jeremy Klaszus is founder and editor of
The Sprawl. This interview has been lightly
edited for clarity and length.
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The World According to the UCP

year and a half into its mandate, the United
Conservative Party has moved swiftly and
aggressively to implement its policies. Even
with the pandemic distorting our sense of time,
it’s striking to think of all that the UCP has done
so quickly: moving to privatize provincial parks
and lab services; picking a fight with physicians
during a health crisis; removing environmental
protections against coal mining; and reforming the
education curriculum to defend Alberta’s oil and
gas industry and downplay climate change.
Given our time remaining with this government—
the next election is scheduled for 2023—we might
want to contemplate where they’re steering the
province. A useful starting point is understanding their worldview—how they see society, which
problems need fixing, and what solutions fit within
their principles.
We now have a record of governance for evidence,
a wealth of policies, statements, actions, reactions. But any understanding of the UCP must
begin with the man who doesn’t lead the party so
much as wear it like a bespoke suit: Jason Kenney.

A utopian vision of
small government and
big profits—for some.

The foundations of Kenney’s ideology
Jason Kenney was first elected to office in 1997, as
the 29-year-old Reform MP for Calgary-Midnapore.
But it’s in his prior activist work that we find two
foundational themes of his views: the deep social
conservatism that drove him to extremes in fighting against LGBTQ2S+ and abortion rights as a
student; and the neoliberal rhetoric he exhibited as
the leader of anti-tax lobby groups.
As a young MP, Kenney espoused a view of
government in line with American anti-tax activist
Grover Norquist’s 2001 aphorism: shrink it small
enough so you can “drown it in the bathtub.”
In a 2004 House of Commons speech, Kenney
quoted Father Athol Murray—the founder of a

By TAYLOR LAMBERT
Art by KAITLYNN COPITHORNE
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Catholic school in his adopted hometown of Wilcox, Saskatchewan—who
said the goal of government should
be to provide for the “freest human
action under the natural law.”
Kenney then launched into a tirade
against the recent throne speech of
Paul Martin’s Liberal government,
describing it as “a smothering vision
of an all-knowing, all-powerful,
all-present government... a government which proposes a program for
every conceivable electoral interest group and which sees no proper
limits for the size of government and
its imposition on and restriction of
human freedom.”
If that wasn’t clear enough, Kenney
reiterated the key point: “Any Canadian government that respects human
freedom” should provide “economic
freedom by allowing people to make
their own economic decisions by
keeping more of what they earn to
reflect their own priorities.”
All of this places Kenney firmly in

16

01

2020

the neoliberal tradition of the Reagan
and Thatcher administrations of the
1980s, which gutted social safety
nets in favour of privatization, deregulation and laissez-faire free market
capitalism. It’s also in keeping
with the views of Kenney’s political
mentors, including Stephen Harper.
Harper’s own views were shaped
by arguably the most influential book
in modern Canadian politics: The
Patriot Game, a 1986 pageturner by
Peter Brimelow that framed
Confederation as an exploitative
arrangement benefiting Central
Canadian elites, and prophesied
doom for the country if it were not
radically altered.
Key elements of Brimelow’s arguments appear throughout Kenney’s
political career, from the trope that
Western Canada is getting screwed
by Ontario and Quebec, to the notion
that the ideology of the federal Liberals has been forcibly imposed as
“Canadian conventional wisdom.”

The World According to the UCP

All of this places Kenney
firmly in the neoliberal
tradition of the
Reagan and Thatcher
administrations of the
1980s, which gutted social
safety nets in favour of
privatization, deregulation and laissez-faire free
market capitalism.

With these unjust wrongs serving
as his lens, perhaps it was natural
that Kenney would forge a political
persona of combativeness.

The elemental beliefs of the UCP
“With the oil and gas market taking
such a hit, when do you start thinking
about a full-on transition away from
traditional fossil fuels?”
It’s not an unreasonable question.
Alberta’s golden goose has always
been temperamental, and decadesold calls to diversify have taken on
new urgency with climate change
and the collapse of oil prices.
But this particular query was
put to Jason Kenney by Tom Ross, a reporter for
Calgary’s 660 News, at a press conference in
April, also asking whether the premier had
spoken to American legislators who support a
Green New Deal.
“Our focus is on getting people back to work,
not pie-in-the-sky ideological schemes,”
retorted Kenney, plainly flustered by the temerity
of the question.
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Lord,
give me
one more boom
and I promise
not to
piss it away
this time.
ALBERTA PROVERB
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The World According to the UCP
“We are actually trying not to
amplify but to fight back against
the political agenda of the ‘green
left’ that has been trying to landlock
Alberta energy.”
Wheels spinning, the premier
mustered a few more sentence fragments before falling back on a familiar instinct: attack.
“That kind of question in the
middle of an economic crisis from a
Calgary-based media outlet really,
frankly, throws me for a loop. Sounds
like you’re reporting for The Tyee
or something,” he said, using the
name of the award-winning Vancouver-based publication as a slur,
perhaps because it had published a
story critical of him that same day.
Kenney then launched into a rote
defence of the fossil fuel industry,
rattling off talking points and statistics with practiced unblinking confidence: world oil consumption will be
at least 70 million barrels per day in
2040, and it ought to come from “a
stable, environmentally responsible,
market-based democracy with the
world’s highest human rights, labour
and environmental standards.”
None of this was new ground. But
what this episode lacks in novelty
it makes up for in efficiency, hitting
on several elemental beliefs of the
United Conservative Party:
→

Fossil fuel production is not only
essential to Alberta, but a genuinely
virtuous endeavour.

→

The state should serve the interests of
private industry—strong profits mean
a strong economy, which produces a
strong society. If someone can make
a profit doing something, the state
should enable them to.
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→

Questioning the traditionally dominant ideology of Alberta as represented by the UCP is un-Albertan.

To this we can add the maxim
present throughout Kenney’s career:
→

The state’s role in the lives of
citizens should be minimized in order
to maximize individual freedom,
especially low taxes and the
privatization of public services.

This list, along with the lifelong social
conservatism he shares with many
UCP members, forms something like
a statement of basic principles for
this government that explains much
of what they’ve done, and suggests
what they may do next.
Perpetuating Alberta’s
reliance on fossil fuels
Modern Alberta was built on keeping
tax revenue well below government
spending, with the difference made
up by fossil fuel royalties. History
demonstrates the instability of this
plan. Given the perils of climate
change, as well as the industry’s
reduced job generation and uncertain future, one could make a case
that continuing that approach is not
only foolish but irresponsible.
Yet a revived fossil fuel industry,
including coal, is the lynchpin of the
UCP’s economic strategy.
It’s worth unpacking why. Is the
goal to improve the provincial economy and create jobs for Albertans?
If so, it would seem that reliance on
another fossil fuel boom has a very
low probability of success.
The strategy carries political risk
as well: What if after his first term,
having framed pipelines as essential
and his approach as sure-fire, Jason
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The brunt of these
changes would be borne
by low-income, racialized,
disabled, and other
vulnerable Albertans.
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Kenney has built exactly as many
pipelines as Rachel Notley did?
A reasonable conclusion, then, is
that bolstering the fossil fuel industry
is not a means to an end but an end
in itself. No doubt the UCP wants to
improve the economy and create
jobs—but it must be done this way,
the way it’s long been done, ensuring the well-being of the province
remains bound to an industry that
still generates massive profits and
dividends for its mostly-foreign
shareholders, even as it shed 20,000
jobs during the 2014–16 downturn while collecting
as much as $60 billion in government subsidies.
Kenney’s response in April wasn’t displeasure
with a reporter’s question. It was displeasure with
the premise of the question: that fossil fuels might
not be the lynchpin of the province’s future. Such a
thing is so unthinkable that the premier had no ready
response. Instead, he pivoted to a clumsy attack,
scolding the media for daring to question oil and gas,
as though this was a breach of common decency.
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The World According to the UCP
More deliberate (and even more
clumsy) is the War Room, a publicly-funded propaganda outfit
deliberately shielded from freedom-of-information requests,
mandated to attack anyone who
opposes or criticizes the fossilfuel industry.
This pattern of combativeness
seems part schtick, part instinct.
The former is a tactic, less ideology and more political opportunism,
stoking populist anger for cover to
vilify opponents in the name of the
people. But there does seem to be
some genuine belief that the UCP
represents the interests and sentiments of true Albertans, a restoration
of the natural conservative order. Any
opposition to their policies is equivalent to opposition to Alberta.
When a student who won a
prestigious arts scholarship this year
lamented the government’s lack
of arts support in his pre-recorded
acceptance speech, the UCP refused
to play it during the virtual ceremony,
citing the “non-political nature of
the event.”
Rather than err on the side of freedom of speech and recognize that
this innocuous message would only
be heard by a few, the government let
its thin skin do the talking, censoring
the student, which created a news
story, which forced them to explicitly
defend it all.
It would seem the core tenet that
government should provide maximum freedom is a flexible one.
What does the UCP’s ideal
Alberta look like?
The strong economy would be dominated by a strong fossil fuel sector,
able to export via multiple pipelines.
Government restrictions on business

21

of any nature would be minimized;
for the fossil fuel industry, this would
mean low taxes, limited regulation, and reduced environmental
standards.
The size of government would be
reduced: jobs would be cut, as would
the overall budget.
Education and healthcare would
see the biggest losses, with some
existing public services like lab-work
being sold off, and entities like charter schools and private surgeons
becoming more prevalent. Most of
today’s provincial parks would be
privately operated for profit.
Public transit would stagnate,
deepening dependence on personal
automobiles or for-profit, nonunionized companies like Uber.
The brunt of these changes would
be borne by low-income, racialized,
disabled, and other vulnerable
Albertans—though Kenney has cryptically mused about using “market
mechanisms to help lift up people
who have barriers to upward social
mobility,” as he told the National Post
last December.
If this is indeed where the UCP is
guiding us, they may succeed or fall
short, but the mere trying will scar
Alberta and leave us ill-prepared for a
future we are not built for.
There’s long been speculation
that Kenney’s true ambitions lie in
Ottawa, not Edmonton. Either way,
perhaps these ideological implementations don’t have to rev up the province for the long haul—just get the
motor running well enough to power
the next campaign.
Taylor Lambert is a Calgary writer
and the author of Darwin’s Moving,
winner of the 2018 City of Calgary
W.O. Mitchell Book Prize.
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We may feel alienated,
but we love this place.

Snapshot
of the
Prairie
Progressive
By DANIELLE PARADIS

Why do you live in Alberta?
That’s a question posed to me
occasionally by people who live
elsewhere. They’re curious to know
why a self-identified progressive lives
in a province sometimes referred to as
the “Texas of the North.”
The simplest answer is the one given
by my grandmother, Pierette Paradis:
“I’m a prairie girl. I like to see far.”
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PHOTO THE AUTHOR'S GRANDMOTHER,
PIERETTE PARADIS, ON THE LEFT. WINNIPEG, 1954

Snapshot of the Prairie Progressive
My family was a military family and
moved all over the world.
My grandmother’s family is Métis
and lived in Winnipeg, where she
attended a Catholic school. She
settled in Alberta after a divorce and
a new relationship. My grandfather’s
family came from France by way of
Argentina, and settled in Alberta
after being lured by pamphlets and
brochures advertising cheap land
and opportunity that were passed out
at church.
For my grandparents, the West
meant opportunity. It was before a
time when strong political ideology
would define them.
Now, in this former land of plenty,
many are bothered by the direction
of the province and the ideology of its
current leaders. Worse, many Albertans feel increasingly alienated from
their public representatives.
In speaking with many progressive
Albertans, I see a particular
identity, an identity I’ve called the
prairie progressive.
Finding a political home
Prairie progressives are a diverse
lot. Common among them is a fierce
love for their home. The spectrum of
people who identify as progressive
here range from Marxist to centrist.
They’re mothers concerned about
their children’s futures, students,
and oilsands workers. Ad-agency
executives and construction workers.
All of them know that oil and gas is
a major contributor to the economic
prosperity in the province.
And many of them feel as though
they lack a political home.
The cuts to female-dominated
professions such as teaching
and health care, while boosting
male-dominated occupations in the
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oil and gas industry, have led many
progressives to feel that although
Alberta is their home, it no longer
feels like it.
Tarita Carnduff is a 43-year-old
mom from what she calls “true-blue
Okotoks.” She has five children, three
of whom have special needs and
require accommodations at school.
“I grew up rural and I know my
family and friends have said, ‘You
just have to accept conservative. It’s
Alberta,’” she said.
Carnduff became politically active
when, following a friend’s suggestion, she attended an Alberta
Teachers’ Association engagement
seminar last February.
“My life has been crazy
advocating for my children’s educational needs,” she said. “That was
right when the UCP cut my son’s
funding and I thought, ‘OK I guess
we are fighting.’”
Emily Mackenzie lives in downtown Edmonton. As a mom in her
mid-30s, she is particularly
frustrated by the UCP.
“Because of where we are at in life,
they [the UCP] are messing with our
ability to settle into this stage of adult
life,” she said.
“Being in Edmonton—which is
more liberal than the rest of the
province—I kind of feel like I am in a
bubble where most of the people I
know have similar views to me. It is
really confusing to see that the rest
of the province has such different
values.”
Mackenzie also has children with
special needs. She recalls that, a few
years ago, there was a solid model
for preschoolers who needed special
accommodations. “It was four hours
a day of one-on-one attention with
speech therapists and occupational
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therapists,” she said. But UCP cuts
reduced the levels of support the
program can offer.
Ideology beyond party lines
The 2015 election of Rachel Notley
made politics more interesting and
engaging for many progressive
Albertans.
Previously, during their 44-yearold reign, the Progressive Conservative government was more of a ruling
government party than a party driven
by any particular ideology.
So while there were progressives
in Alberta before 2015, those who
voted cast their ballot dutifully, but
without much hope for change.
Puneeta Sandhu McBryan, 34,
works at an advertising agency in
Edmonton. She loves Alberta so
much that she has a tattoo on her arm
where clouds and sun rays expand
to create the distinct off-rectangular
shape of our home.
“I literally have our province
tattooed on my arm and I am finding it difficult these days to feel as
committed to staying here,” said
McBryan.
In particular, she finds it frustrating that the UCP has what she calls
a “suit of armour” when it comes to
the intense aversion she sees to the
NDP brand, which makes people vote
conservative even if they agree with a
lot of progressive policies.
But the NDP is not the default
political party for someone who does
not feel at home with the conservatives. Alex Roth, 38, is a Marxist
living in Calgary who says he doesn’t
really feel a part of any one party.
“It’s difficult because you reach
out to the NDP and you feel like they
are capitalist defenders still. They’re
kind of ‘system’s animals,’” said
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Roth, referring to the NDP’s support
of the oil and gas industry.
Still others who identify as progressive are finding their political voice for
the first time.
Like many other oil and gas
workers, Steven Simon, 35, came
to Alberta from Ontario in 2007
because Alberta was a place of
opportunity. A place where hard work
could get you a good-paying job and
a bright future.
When it comes to politics, he says
he identifies as liberal-to-left. “I vote
for what I believe is best intentions,”
said Simon. “I am not a ride-and-die
NDP or Liberal. I vote for what I think
is the best choice.”
When he reflects on what life is
like as someone who identifies as a
progressive in Alberta, he sees people
changing their world-view where
often conservative is the norm—and
he considers that progress.
“It’s completely different from, say,
Ontario or B.C. where progressive is
the norm,” said Simon. In Alberta,
he said, he considers progressive
“anything that is deviating from the
[current] government. That is not to
say everyone is a Green voter, ‘shut
down the oil sands’ type of person.”
For others, identifying as a progressive can mean being socially isolated.
“Because I work in construction
it is really hard to not be beating the
drum for the UCP,” said a 42-yearold construction worker who asked
to remain anonymous because he
feared losing his job.
“I don’t really talk about politics at work, but it is always going
around me. And it is far far worse
than things that ever get printed,” he
said in reference to the often violent
musings against the former premier,
Rachel Notley.

Snapshot of the Prairie Progressive

I literally have our province tattooed on my
arm and I am finding it difficult these days
to feel as committed to staying here.

While he does not find a lot of
camaraderie at work, he does have
friends who share his worldview—but
says they are often hesitant to speak
up and risk an argument.
Stephanie Keyowski, 30, is a textbook editor living in a rural riding
near High River. “I have lived in
Alberta for most of my life, I have
done my education here, worked
here, and now have a family here,”
she said.
Keyowski is an NDP member but,
like many other prairie progressives,
she doesn’t feel like she identifies
solely with any one particular political party. She says she just wants
to see the province go in a different
direction than it currently is.
“I think when Rachel Notley was
premier it was the first time I felt more
welcome. I grew up in Alberta and
always felt like a bit of an outlier. But I
think people are starting to speak out
more,” she said.
The complexities that unite us
Most people who consider the state
of the province at all would realize
that Alberta is in a bad way—be it the
steep decline of an economy based on
resource extraction, the floundering
of our rural towns to make ends meet
as oil baron grifters refuse to pay the
rent, or the re-opening of schools
amid the COVID-19 pandemic.
Prairie progressives are people
with an inclusive worldview when it
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comes to LGBTQ2S+ issues, people
who favour a social movement that
represents everyone and supports
political change to make this happen.
People who, at the same time,
understand Alberta and its ties to
the energy industry and economic
prosperity.
Although there is no way to
totally summarize the viewpoints of
those who identify as progressive
in Alberta (prairie progressives are
a large and diverse group of people
who do not function as a monolith),
one thing that unites us is that we are
upset with the current direction of
the province.
Alberta is not just about oil and gas
companies. It’s about our inclusiveness, our high-quality education, and
the creativity Albertans have to offer.
We love this province—this is
where our friends, families, and
livelihoods are. We want to see our
province prosper, while also taking
care of the marginalized. We want
to rejoice in the things that make
Alberta a great place to live.

Danielle Paradis is a writer living in
Edmonton. Her interests include
Indigenous issues, feminism and
civic engagement.
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Behind the Mic with the Alberta Advantage

Behind the Mic
with the
Alberta
Advantage

Launched in October 2017, the Alberta
Advantage is a political commentary podcast
dedicated to sharing the province’s progressive
history and movement. Twice a month, the
Advantage team analyses local news from leftwing perspectives. They’ve covered topics ranging
from the ever-popular pipeline debate to Canada’s
housing crisis. In 2019, two years after releasing
the first episode, Alberta Advantage was named
“Best Podcast” by Best of Calgary. I spoke with
the podcast's host, Kate Jacobson, and producer/
researcher Joël Laforest. The two have been
working on the podcast since joining forces at a
Jacobin reading group.

For someone who’s never heard of the
Alberta Advantage, how would you describe it?
JACOBSON: I always say that the Alberta
Advantage is definitely not the podcast to give to
your conservative uncle to explain to them how
you think about the world. But it is a really good
tool in further developing political thoughts for
people who might consider themselves to be
somewhat progressive, left-wing or even just
not-conservative.
And really, just developing the skills to think
critically about why Alberta is the way that it is and
what we can do to change it.
LAFOREST: We do news analysis and we do historical takes. But overall, the umbrella of what we’re
trying to do is political education.
We’re trying to get people to think about what’s
going on right now about why things are the way
they are—which is kind of the historical part of it.
How did this all come together?
JACOBSON: The podcast basically grew out of our
reading group that we all attended and that Joël
organized and hosted and facilitated.
It can be a little bit difficult to find socialists in
Calgary, Alberta. And so the reading group that the
podcast came out of, it was an attempt to find
more people and get them talking about things
that are useful to talk about. And the podcast is an
extension of that.

Definitely not the
podcast to share with your
uber-conservative uncle.
By HADEEL ABDEL-NABI
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Behind the Mic with the Alberta Advantage
When the podcast launched,
what was the public reception like?
JACOBSON: It was received a lot better than I
expected.
I’ve been super pleasantly surprised by how
much traction it's gotten among people who might
not necessarily agree with us on everything.

I would encourage people
to surround themselves with
and develop a sense
of community that
can help recharge them.

LAFOREST: I’ve got degrees in
philosophy and urban studies, and
have always had an interest in political economy. And so I guess the
podcast, in a sense, is a merging of
all those interests along explicitly
political lines.
What would you say to
leftists or progressives who feel
like they’re on the fringes of
politics in Alberta?
LAFOREST: Part of that has to do
with Alberta’s long history of having
one-party rule. And I think very
generally Albertans are not wellversed in, or equipped, or have
experience in actually participating
in political discourse. Or encountering ideas that might differ from theirs
and reasoning through the pros and
cons. Or just having an exchange.
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LAFOREST: We didn’t necessarily think that it
would have the kind of pull that it currently has
grown to have.
I think it illustrates the point that there is a need
for this kind of stuff. We don’t do any groundbreaking journalism per se. But we do deep dives and
analysis on things that are happening or things
that happened in the past and people really liked it.
What advice would you give folks who
are feeling burnt out by going against the
grain of politics in Alberta?
JACOBSON: This is a normal feeling for leftists
pretty much anywhere in the world. For the most
part, the left is not in power. So that feeling of
powerlessness and of frustration, those things are
real, they’re rooted in material conditions.
Try and root yourself in a political community
that is doing things on a regular basis.

If you disagree, you’re almost
encouraged to keep it to yourself.
Because it might affect your job prospects, because the same party was
going to be in power for the rest of
your life, probably.

LAFOREST: I would encourage people to surround
themselves with and develop a sense of community that can help recharge them.
It's virtually impossible to do this kind of work
on your lonesome. A lot of what needs to happen
is that we need to talk to people and make a lot of
these views more and more popular and more and
more widespread.

JACOBSON: I do a lot of work in rural
Southern Alberta and I’m really open
with my political beliefs when I’m
talking to people there.
I find that more people than you
would expect in Alberta are open
to these very left-wing ideas being
presented to them. As long as, you
know, you're not a know-it-all, you’re
not smug and condescending about
it. You meet people where they are,
you take them and their concerns
really seriously.
A lot of people are willing to get on
board with left-wing politics.

Hadeel Abdel-Nabi is The Sprawl’s staff writer
intern. This interview has been lightly edited for
clarity and length.
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6 Community that is in danger of losing
hospital staff over changes to doctor
pay [2 wds]
8 In theory, Nathan Cooper should be able
to do this
9 Where hockey is played now
10 ATCO, for example [abbr]
11 With Stampede cancelled, there were
substantially fewer of these this year
13 Climate change will affect the availability of this necessity in the future
16 There are 87 of them in Alberta
18 Due to the plunge of oil prices, the province is currently in one
19 Longest continually serving MLA in the
legislature
20 Who said this? “To crush your enemies,
to see them driven before you, and to
hear the lamentations of their women.”
(No, not Kenney)
21 Location of the most expensive natural
disaster in Canadian history [2 wds]

1 The basket that the UCP seems to put all
its eggs into
2 As of the writing of this clue, these are
still scheduled to open on time
3 Everyone growing up in Alberta in the
’90s knows cars cost less here
4 Constant change due to COVID-19 is
making my head do this
5 Creating a more holistic approach to
social problems isn't as catchy as
“
” the police
7 You can no longer get a rebate for buying
these “green”
12 At times, it appears that the War Room
is its own [2 wds]
14 “Kamikaze” candidate in the most
recent UCP leadership race
15 This cabinet minister is very vocal with
his constituents
16 Bill 1 brought in tougher penalties for
these, but some say it’s too far reaching
17 The current mayor of Edmonton
20 It may be more expensive to do this in
the future

36

My
Ideal
’Berta
By HADEEL ABDEL-NABI
Someone once told me that igniting real
change starts at the end. The big picture is
the blueprint for the smaller building blocks.
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So what does your ideal Alberta look like?
Write it into existence by filling in the blanks.
Share a photo online and tag us
@sprawlcalgary.

PRAIRIE
PROGRESSIVES
ARE A
DIVERSE LOT.
COMMON
AMONG THEM
IS A FIERCE
LOVE FOR
THEIR HOME.
Snapshot of the Prairie Progressive
DANIELLE PARADIS, PG. 22

