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   SHUFFLE  ●  FROM A1

P
REMIER Heather Stefanson gave 
Health Minister Audrey Gordon a 
strong vote of confidence Tues-

day, even as COVID-19 hospitalizations 
hit a new peak and Manitoba’s hospital 
system took another step toward utter 
collapse.

She kept her on as health minister. It 
was a major mistake that could come 
back to haunt the rookie premier less 
than two years from now.

Stefanson announced her first major 
cabinet shuffle since becoming  

premier in November. She made 
changes to key portfolios, including 
in finance and justice. As expected, 
Stefanson brought back the labour 
portfolio (eliminated by former pre-
mier Brian Pallister), installing Reg 
Helwer as minister of labour, consum-
er protection and immigration. She also 
put a new face in education, appointing 
Wayne Ewasko as minister of education 
and early childhood learning.

Her fatal error was not replacing 
Gordon. Health is always the most 
important portfolio in cabinet. But it’s 
even more important for the Tories 
right now. Their performance in health 
over the next 21 months will likely 
make the difference between winning 
or losing the next provincial election, 
scheduled for October 2023.

Voters, especially in Winnipeg, have 
lost confidence in the Tories’ ability 
to manage the health-care system. 
After a bungled hospital consolidation 
plan that began in 2017, the Progres-
sive Conservative government failed 
over the past two years to add enough 

capacity to the hospital system to han-
dle the influx of COVID-19 patients. 
Instead, tens of thousands of surgeries 
have been cancelled to redeploy hos-
pital staff, and patients are regularly 
shipped out of Winnipeg to remote 
communities because they can’t be 
cared for in the capital.

Outside experts in infectious disease 
and medicine have repeatedly called on 
the government to bring in public health 
measures to protect hospital capacity, 
including over the past several weeks, 
yet the Tory government has refused.

When senior officials in public health 
were asked recently if they recom-
mended more stringent public health 
measures, they declined to answer. 
Stefanson, during a news conference 
last week, attempted several times 
to prevent Dr. Jazz Atwal, the deputy 
chief provincial public health officer, 
from answering that question.

When asked a similar question three 
weeks ago during an online media brief-
ing, Shared Health CEO Adam Topp also 
refused to answer. A government moder-

ator abruptly ended the briefing when a 
reporter pressed for more answers.

It’s pretty clear experts inside and 
outside government have urged the 
health minister in recent weeks to take 
steps to protect hospital capacity. She 
refused. We are now seeing the conse-
quences of that inaction.

Under Gordon’s watch, Manitoba 
Health also refused to make vaccines 
mandatory for personal care home staff, 
mishandled the distribution of rapid 
antigen tests and failed to provide the 
public with accurate vaccine data to 
show the effectiveness of immunization.

With COVID-19 patients piling up 
in hospitals and seemingly no plan in 
place to address it, no position in cabi-
net cried out for change more than the 
health portfolio.

Despite that, Stefanson stuck with 
the status quo. By doing so, she sent 
a clear message to Manitobans: she is 
satisfied with the way health care is 
being managed.

Stefanson had an opportunity to put 
her stamp on health care by appoint-

ing a new minister and taking a fresh 
approach to managing the system. 
Instead, she stuck with a minister who 
was appointed by her predecessor — an 
unpopular former premier whose han-
dling of the health file was disastrous.

Stefanson had options. Tory MLA 
Eileen Clarke, one of the most respect-
ed members of caucus who returned to 
cabinet as municipal relations minister 
(not a major cabinet post), would have 
been a good choice.

Stefanson praised Clarke Tuesday 
as “one of the most capable individuals 
I’ve met in my life.”

Cabinet ministers Ewasko or Derek 
Johnson could have fit the bill.

When things aren’t going well in any 
area of government, premiers usually 
shuffle in a new minister to signal a 
change in direction. Clearly, things are 
not going well in health. Stefanson’s 
failure to recognize that will likely 
have long-term implications for her 
government and for Manitobans.

tom.brodbeck@freepress.mb.ca

Unhealthy vote of confidence Stefanson’s shuffle misstep
TOM BRODBECK

OPINION

Friesen was replaced as justice min-
ister by Kelvin Goertzen, who remains 
government house leader. Goertzen’s 
former legislative and public affairs 
portfolio is no more.

The Crown services 
portfolio is being 
split up, with differ-
ent agencies being 
handled by differ-
ent ministers. Its 
former minister, Jeff 
Wharton, takes over 
the conservation and 
climate department.

Wayne Ewasko (Lac 
du Bonnet) is now 
minister of education 
and early childhood 
learning. That file’s 
former minister, 
Cliff Cullen, who had 
almost ushered in Bill 
64 that would’ve elim-
inated most elected 
school boards, becomes 
deputy premier and 
minister of economic 
development, invest-
ment and trade.

Jon Reyes takes 
over from Ewasko in 
advanced education, 
skills and immigra-
tion.

Rather than pro-
moting MLAs based 
on where votes are 
needed to win the 2023 election — such 
as among women and in the Winnipeg 
region — Stefanson is relying on ex-
perience and putting her most skilled 
stickhandlers in charge of critical 
portfolios, said Adams.

“Justice is often a lightning rod for 
big issues that hit the media,” he said 
as an example. Goertzen is a lawyer 
and a skilled politician who can manage 
controversies that arise within law and 
MPI, his other area of responsibility.

With an economy sideswiped by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Friesen, who’s 
held the finance minister role before, 
has experience to navigate the next 
provincial budget expected no later 
than April, Adams said.

The cabinet shuffle won’t make a 
difference to Manitobans, the opposi-
tion said.

“As far as I can see, all the failed 
health ministers of the past still have a 
job in this cabinet and the person who 
brought you Bill 64 (Cullen) got a pro-
motion today,” said NDP Leader Wab 
Kinew. “Does that reflect the priorities 
of you and your family? No.”

The shuffle was about optics, not ac-
tion, Liberal Leader Dougald Lamont 
said.

“It’s really just putting a new gloss 
of paint on an old house.”

carol.sanders@freepress.mb.ca

M
ANITOBA Federation of Labour 
president Kevin Rebeck 
welcomed the appointment of 

Brandon West MLA Reg Helwer as 
minister of labour, consumer protec-
tion and government services, noting 
the creation of the portfolio was “long 
past due.”

Manitoba has been an outlier for 
nearly six years without a dedicated 
labour minister, he said in a statement. 
“We are glad to finally have someone 
to work with on important issues that 
matter to working people in our prov-
ince.”

Rebeck said the minister must focus 
on fixing chronic labour shortages in 
health care and the public sector, intro-
ducing permanent paid sick leave and 
increasing minimum wage.

Manitoba Government and Gener-
al Employees’ Union president Kyle 
Ross said the appointment of a labour 
minister is a good first step to show 
front-line employees the government is 
committed to resetting its relationship 
with workers.

“The new minister will know there is 
a lot of work to do to restore confidence 
in this government after years of cuts, 
privatization, wage freezes, strikes, 
and contracts that have been ignored 
for years,” Ross said.

● ● ●

Manitoba Teachers’ Society presi-
dent James Bedford congratulated Lac 
du Bonnet MLA Wayne Ewasko on his 
appointment as minister of education 
and early childhood learning.

“As a former teacher, the minister 
knows that teachers are the biggest ad-
vocates for public education,” Bedford 
said in a statement. “It is my hope that 
minister Ewasko will make it a priority 
to ensure that the voices of teachers 
are heard and reflected in the deci-
sions made about the future of public 
education.”

● ● ●

Long Term & Continuing Care Associ-
ation of Manitoba executive director Jan 
Legeros gave credit to the province for 
establishing a ministry dedicated exclu-
sively to seniors and long-term care.

Legeros said the sector is a critically 
important and complex program re-
quiring a provincial lens and dedicated 
portfolio.

“We look forward to working closely 
with (Assiniboia MLA Scott Johnston) 
the minister of seniors and long-term 
care,” Legeros said. 

Larry Baillie, a member of the Fam-
ilies Voices Coalition, said he hopes 
the new minister will be willing to sit 

down with families of long-term care 
residents to discuss concerns. The 
coalition was formed in the wake of the 
deadly COVID-19 outbreak in Winni-
peg at Maples Personal Care Home, 
where Baillie’s father died, in late 2020.

However, he does not expect substan-
tive changes to conditions in long-term 
care any time soon.

“It’s the same old, same old,” Baillie 
said.

● ● ●

Manitoba Keewatinowi Okimakanak 
Grand Chief Garrison Settee said he 
was reassured to see some continuity 
in cabinet following the shuffle, and 
welcomed the return of Agassiz MLA 
Eileen Clarke (minister of municipal 
relations) to the executive council.

“MKO had a productive relation-
ship with… Clarke in her past role as 
minister of Indigenous and northern 
relations,” Settee said in a statement. 
“As we have ongoing concerns with 
the provision of health services in the 
municipality of Leaf Rapids, my office 
will be reaching out to her to seek 
assistance on this matter.”

● ● ●

Wilderness Committee Manitoba 
field office director Eric Reder said 
regular changes to the environment 

and climate file amounts to the Tory 
government using the portfolio as “a 
training gig for rookies.”

“The government is six years old and 
this is our fourth minister on conserva-
tion, it’s our third name change for the 
ministry, and it’s our fourth minister 
with zero background on the file,” Red-
er said of the appointment of Red River 
North MLA Jeff Wharton as minister 
of environment, climate and parks.

● ● ●

The association representing Mani-
toba pork producers congratulated In-
terlake-Gimli MLA Derek Johnson on 
his new role in cabinet as minister of 
agriculture, while commending former 
minister Ralph Eichler.

“It cannot be overstated when it is 
said that minister Eichler is a cham-
pion for agriculture, both here in 
Manitoba and across the country, and 
his commitment to the agriculture 
industry is something that all Manito-
bans should be proud of,” a statement 
from Manitoba Pork read.

Keystone Agricultural Producers 
president Bill Campbell also congratu-
lated Johnson and wished Eichler well: 
“Minister Johnson understands the 
challenges facing Manitoba’s agricul-
tural industry and we look forward to 
working with him.”

Appointment of labour minister welcomed

SENIORS AND LONG-TERM CARE MINISTER 
SCOTT JOHNSTON

First elected Assiniboia MLA in 2016. The former 
chairman of the St. James-Assiniboia School Board 
was a trustee for 25 years and worked at a private 
brokerage firm. He has served as legislative assist-
ant for the minister of finance and special envoy 
for military affairs. He’s married and has three 
children and lives in his Winnipeg constituency.

His first act as minister is to familiarize himself 
with the seniors strategy and implementation 
of recommendations of the Stevenson report on 
deaths of residents at Maples Personal Care Home.

He is both suited to the role and “comfortable 
taking on the challenge,” Johnston said Tuesday.

“First and foremost, I am a senior,” he said. 
“In my particular time in my life, I’m going to be 
experiencing the things that many seniors are 
experiencing right now. Since I’ve been elected to 
the legislature, I’ve had to deal with a number of 
situations arising from seniors care.”

TRANSPORTATION AND INFRASTRUCTURE  
MINISTER DOYLE PIWNIUK

First elected Turtle Mountain MLA in 2014. He 
has served as deputy speaker of the legislature. 
Piwniuk worked as a pension fund accountant 
before moving to Virden to become a partner at an 
insurance firm. He’s married and has two children, 
and lives near Virden.

“It’s exciting times, because the way that we can 
grow the economy is an investment in infrastruc-
ture and transportation,” Piwniuk said of his 
cabinet post. “I think it’s vital that we get people 
back to work.

“It’s a growing province. We want to make sure 
we’re ready.”

SPORT, CULTURE AND HERITAGE MINISTER 
ANDREW SMITH 

First elected Lagimodiere MLA in 2016. Worked 
in marketing in the environmental sector before 
serving as a political staffer to a Manitoba MP. 
Since 2017, Smith was legislative assistant to the 
minister of sport. He lives in Sage Creek, with his 
spouse and son.

Smith said he’s honoured to serve as minister in 
a portfolio so important to Manitobans, tourism, 
and the economy.

“As a person whose been involved in amateur 
sport (particularly competitive weightlifting), I 
know very much what it’s like to be an amateur 
athlete and the challenges of competing in a sport 
and raising enough money for your team to be 
somewhat competitive in Canada,” Smith said.

MEET THE NEW MINISTERS The cabinet

 ● Seniors and long-term care (new): Scott 
Johnston (Assiniboia)

 ● Health: Audrey Gordon (Southdale)
 ● Mental health and community wellness 

(new): Sarah Guillemard (Fort Richmond)
 ● Transportation and infrastructure: Doyle 

Piwniuk (Turtle Mountain)
 ● Sport, culture and heritage: Andrew 

Smith (Lagimodiere)
 ● Municipal relations: Eileen Clarke 

(Agassiz)
 ● Economic development, investment and 

trade, deputy premier: Cliff Cullen (Spruce 
Woods)

 ● Justice and attorney general: Kelvin 
Goertzen (Steinbach)

 ● Finance: Cameron Friesen (Morden-
Winkler)

 ● Natural resources and northern develop-
ment: Scott Fielding (Kirkfield Park)

 ● Environment, climate and parks: Jeff 
Wharton (Red River North)

 ● Labour, consumer protection and 
government services: Reg Helwer (Brandon 
West)

 ● Education and early childhood learning: 
Wayne Ewasko (Lac du Bonnet)

 ● Agriculture: Derek Johnson (Interlake-
Gimli)

 ● Advanced education, skills and immigra-
tion: Jon Reyes (Waverley)

 ● Status of women, Families: Rochelle 
Squires (Riel).

 ● Indigenous reconciliation and northern 
relations: Alan Lagimodiere (Selkirk)

Wayne Ewasko

Audrey Gordon

Jon Reyes


