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A
NOTHER day, another news conference 
away from the Manitoba legislature.

On Monday, to the surprise of many 
news organizations, Premier Heather Stefan-
son held a media event outside Dauphin city 
hall to announce investment in Highway 5.

As far as the timing and location were con-
cerned, it was a clever bit of political strategy.

First, it was a good-news announcement 
about an investment in a highway. Not huge or 
game-changing, but the $13 million to build 
a new main access from the highway into the 
western Manitoba city is almost impossible to 
dislike.

As an added treat, there were no Winnipeg 
political reporters in attendance.

The media notice was sent shortly after 7 
a.m. Monday. Although it was theoretically 
possible to make the four-hour drive from 
Winnipeg in time to attend the announcement, 
it would have been tight.

So, a premier who is regularly under siege 
in the province’s capital city — for a variety 
of reasons — had the luxury of making a 
good-news announcement to a throng of local 
officials (grateful for the investment), curious 
onlookers (in general, polite) and local media 
(bloody thankful to have a local event with 
the premier to lead their daily coverage).

The Dauphin gathering is not an outlier. 
Last month, there were at least a half-dozen 
instances where Stefanson attended events 

away from the Manitoba legislature and the 
judgmental gazes of journalists and opposi-
tion critics.

Stefanson visited a Winnipeg brewery to 
discuss a new government-sponsored venture 
capital fund, St. Boniface Hospital to confirm 
an expansion of its emergency room, the 
former Bay building downtown for an an-
nouncement on a transfer of ownership to the 
Southern Chiefs’ Organization, the Brandon 
Curling Club to reveal increased funding for 
the Sustainable Communities Fund, the Toba 
Centre for Children and Youth for a funding 
announcement, and increased support for 
seniors at a Winnipeg long-term care facility.

Several times during April, those events 
required Stefanson to miss question period — 
the daily verbal fisticuffs between governing 
party and opposition when the legislature 
is in session. In a couple of instances, the 
premier’s absence was due to other people’s 
schedules; in others, however, it was quite 
evident Stefanson was choosing a good-news 
announcement over QP.

Other than the obvious appeal of not being 
forced to play the role of punching bag for 
opposition MLAs, there is a longer-term strat-
egy at work.

When political advisers say, as they often 
do, there are no votes to be won in question 
period, they’re generally right. Premiers 
rarely “win” any support from the thrust and 
parry of QP — and that’s just in the chamber.

In the hallways that surround the actual 
legislature, Stefanson and her cabinet must 
run the gauntlet of scrums with journalists. 
Although absorbing such punishment is a 
non-negotiable part of the premier’s job, it’s 
hardly surprising when first ministers seek a 
little respite.

A break from verbal abuse isn’t the only 
benefit of escaping the legislative building. 
It’s hard to ignore the hard reality facing the 
Progressive Conservative party: for the To-
ries to win re-election in the 2023 provincial 
election, it will have more to do with Stefan-

son’s forays outside the legislature than her 
performance inside it.

Six months into her term as first minister, 
Stefanson is having trouble connecting with 
voters. You can see the evidence of this strug-
gle in poll results, which show the PCs doing 
arguably worse than they were under former 
premier Brian Pallister.

When Stefanson took over last fall, there 
was a strong consensus that — whatever she 
brought to the job — she couldn’t do worse 
than the cantankerous Pallister.

The past few months have called into ques-
tion that assessment.

Getting out and about, while sprinkling 
goodies from the recently tabled provincial 
budget, is not just Stefanson’s way of escaping 
the drudgery of the legislature. She is trying 
to breathe life into her moribund party.

There is recent evidence to suggest the 
strategy is a winner.

NDP premier Greg Selinger was having 
trouble resonating with voters after he took 
over the leadership in 2009 from the charis-
matic Gary Doer. In the spring of 2011, how-
ever, spring and summer flooding provided 
an opportunity for Selinger to get out of the 
legislature and into impacted communities.

Not only was the premier served well by 
headlines noting the visits, but he got a chance 
to get out from underneath the daily dose of 
ritual abuse at the hands of the opposition.

Selinger not only bolstered his own person-
al popularity, but also shored up support in 
the NDP government. So much so, after ap-
pearing on the brink of defeat in the October 
2011 election, the NDP cruised to yet another 
majority government.

Skipping question period for good-news 
funding announcements may make journal-
ists and opposition critics howl with indigna-
tion. But in doing so, Stefanson shows she has 
her eye on the only prize that really matters 
to a politician: re-election.
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Premier on road again, with eye on re-election
DAN LETT

OPINION

J
UST 13 per cent of eligible Mani-
tobans have had their fourth shot 
of COVID-19 vaccine, as the prov-

ince takes in a disproportionate supply 
of Novavax shots for those dead-set 
against mRNA doses.

As of May 1, just 4,057 Manitobans 
aged 50 and older had their fourth shot; 
the province estimates 30,760 people in 
that age group are eligible, based on six 
months passing since their third shot.

That amounts to 0.8 per cent of the 
overall population aged 50 or older hav-
ing a fourth dose, including those who 
don’t yet qualify under the guideline to 
wait six months since the third dose.

Of those aged 80 and over, just 1.9 
per cent have their fourth shot. Among 
those aged 70 and up, just 1.5 per cent 
are quadruple-vaccinated, amounting 
to one-fifth of the 12,221 people in that 
age range who are eligible for a fourth 
dose.

Meanwhile, Manitoba has received 
10,250 doses of the Novavax shot from 
Ottawa. That amounts to 13 per cent of 
the national supply, despite Manitoba 

making up less than four per cent of the 
country’s population.

The Novavax shot uses classic vac-
cination technology, including a piece of 
protein that is also found on the edge of 
the novel coronavirus.

That protein is meant to train the 
body to produce an immune response, 
so it will combat the early onset of ex-
posure to an actual virus particle, in-
stead of the body only catching on after 
the coronavirus has wreaked havoc.

Canada has relied much more on 
mRNA technology, a vaccine type 
that has been decades in development 
but relatively new in wide-scale vac-
cine rollouts. That technology includes 
genetic code that prompts the body to 
produce a piece of protein, instead of 
including actual pieces in the syringe.

Some vaccine-hesitant people have 
claimed they’d be willing to get a 
Novavax shot, out of a belief it is signifi-
cantly less risky, though a vast swath of 
virologists argue this isn’t the case.

Meanwhile, the Toronto Star reported 
Alberta and Manitoba received roughly 
the same number of Novavax doses, 
despite Alberta having three times as 

many people.
A Manitoba government spokesman 

said the province ordered doses based 
on feedback from doctors.

“It was difficult to estimate demand 
for Novavax, and as such, Manitoba 
took a prudent approach to prevent 
over-stocking,” the province wrote.

“As part of the decision-making 
process, Manitoba immunizers were 
surveyed and asked to estimate the de-
mand they expected to see from their 
clients.”

As of last week, nearly 80 doses of 
Novavax have been administered in 
Manitoba, but that doesn’t include doc-
tor’s offices, which made up the bulk of 
shots by the time the Novavax vaccine 
arrived in the province in mid-April, 
as Manitoba was ramping down super 
sites.

The Novavax shot requires two doses, 
and can be given as a followup to one or 
two mRNA shots, or as a two-shot ser-
ies of the same Novavax vaccine. Under 
federal recommendations, those shots 
should be eight weeks apart for most 
people.

As for fourth doses, anyone over 70 

is eligible, as well as Indigenous people 
over 50, and any residents of personal 
care homes and congregate living, such 
as assisted living. But the province rec-
ommends waiting six months after the 
third dose.

“Just over 60 per cent of personal 
care homes in the province will have 
provided second booster doses to resi-
dents by the week of May 16,” the 
province wrote, with the rest lining up 
clinics through to July, to make the six-
month mark in some homes.

The Long Term & Continuing Care 
Association of Manitoba said the shots 
are being administered inside of per-
sonal care homes, with the support of 
regional health authorities. Pharmacies 
that partner with care homes are also 
helping, similar to the annual flu-shot 
campaigns.

“I understand that things are well 
underway, and going very smoothly,” 
said association head Jan Legeros.

Unlike at the start of the vaccination 
clinic, care home staff can get their 
shots alongside residents. Legeros said 
that’s a huge help, as some staff don’t 
speak English well and rely on public 

transit, making it a challenge to reach 
super sites or clinics.

“Often they would need help with 
their consent form, because they are 
just learning English, and they could be 
very intimidated going to a super site,” 
she said.

However, Legeros warned COVID-19 
has become pervasive in congregate 
living situations. Some 20 of Winnipeg’s 
38 personal care homes had COVID-19 
outbreaks last week, she said.

“We are still seeing tragedy in long-
term care,” she said, noting vaccination 
has helped prevent death, but not in all 
cases.

“We still have significant concerns 
about COVID entering the personal 
care homes where we have our most 
vulnerable folks, with multiple physical 
and psychological problems. They are 
certainly the ones who could have the 
worst outcomes.”

Legeros warned the public should not 
be complacent about COVID-19, urging 
people to reduce spread by keeping a 
distance and limiting case contacts.
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Novavax doses piling up in Manitoba
DYLAN ROBERTSON

Low uptake for second booster in province; care home association head warns against COVID complacency
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The two-dose Novavax COVID-19 shot can be given as a followup to one or two mRNA shots. Despite a large supply of the shots in the province, only 13 per cent of eligible Manitobans have opted for a second booster shot. 


