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Ideas, Issues, Insights 

DAVID LIPNOWSKI / THE CANADIAN PRESS FILES

Brian Pallister’s announcement that he will step down as premier creates an opportunity for change within Manitoba’s Progressive Conservative Party.

Tories need new face, new ideas

W
ITH Brian Pallister’s decision to not seek 
re-election and his announcement that 
he is leaving politics, his exit provides 

Manitoba’s Progressive Conservatives with a real 
opportunity. In announcing his retirement, Pal-
lister is giving the party, the future leader and, 
to some extent, the Conservative brand itself an 
opportunity for transformation and renewal.

The PCs are in a fortunate position with more 
than two years until the next provincial election, 
which will leave them ample time to choose a 
new leader and for the electorate (and the cabinet 
and caucus) to get to know our new premier. This 
new leader will be thrust into making significant 
decisions, including passing a budget and making 
the case to Manitobans that they ought to vote 
Progressive Conservative in the next election.

For the next two years, the Tories will re-
main in power and will have the opportunity to 
implement their ideas and show voters why they 
deserve a third term. To be successful, I sug-
gest they make some changes to their brand and 
overall image.

To start, the Tories ought not to abandon their 
commitment to fiscal responsibility, balanced 
budgets and deep concern when spending the 
money of others. Balancing the provincial budget 
just prior to COVID-19’s onslaught was a godsend 
and meant the province could respond to the 
disruption of the pandemic with adequate public 
resources.

As the NDP and Liberal parties have effectively 
renounced fiscal responsibility and embraced 
modern monetary policy (in which public deficits 
and debts are regarded as insignificant), the To-
ries are the only party publicly proclaiming fiscal 
prudence. Most Canadians expect their govern-

ments to be thoughtful when spending their 
resources or borrowing from future generations.

I do, however, suggest that when implement-
ing austerity — which is coming sooner than 
most Canadians think — Conservatives ought 
to shift the public narrative. The Tories should 
make clear that the preservation of the welfare 
state requires governments to use resources in 
a careful manner and that spending reductions, 
including those to public-sector wages, are the 
only means to protect our health, education and 
social-services sectors.

Difficult times are upon us. Public resources 
will become increasingly scarce, and this will 
require clear and honest communication with the 
electorate. Best to prepare for this eventuality.

Next, I suggest that they seek new solutions 
to the challenges we face. From child care to 
climate change and rising inequalities, the PCs 
need new policy ideas to challenge those being 
put forth by the other parties. They must eschew 
their conventional view that tax and regulation 
reductions and market-based solutions offer the 
best results. New, innovative, and viable alterna-
tives must be presented to the public, and these 
can involve market-oriented solutions, but they 
must also draw on families, communities and, 
yes, the public sector to bring about tangible 
changes to how Canadians are governed.

The tired mantra that a smaller state, lower 
taxes and a freer market will resolve society’s 
problems will not do. Sean Speer, a public-policy 
analyst and former adviser to prime minister 
Stephen Harper, and his colleagues have initi-
ated this dialogue through a new platform — The 
Hub — where they are seeking to broaden the 
appeal of the Conservative brand by engaging in 
thoughtful discussions and promoting real solu-
tions to society’s problems.

The PCs must also broaden their appeal to at-
tract suburban voters, especially women. They 
will only win a majority if they can increase their 
appeal to urban women — much like my wife — 
and to do this, they must pay close attention to 
the issues that resonate with this demographic. I 
would suggest that it is perhaps time for a woman 
to take the party’s helm.

Fortunately for the Tories, they have several 
capable, experienced women to choose from. A 
leading contender is Heather Stefanson, a 
seasoned MLA and cabinet minister who on 
Wednesday became the first to officially enter the 
leadership race. She has led vital organizational 
reforms, including reducing incarceration and 
child welfare involvement in the justice and fami-
lies portfolios. Rochelle Squires and Shelly Glover 
also have extensive political experience.

Audrey Gordon, though new to the political 
scene, shows promise as a future leader within 
the party. While he does not meet the demograph-
ic criteria, Scott Fielding does have considerable 
political and cabinet experience and has man-
aged well the province’s purse strings as finance 
minister. The Tories’ front bench holds numerous 
potential contenders.

Regardless of who wins this leadership race 
or even the next election, we, as a province and a 
country, face enormous problems regarding pub-
lic finances and rising inflation. If poorly man-
aged, both will bring about havoc. The former 
threatens to destroy our modern welfare state 
and all the goods and services it provides, and the 
latter will devastate living standards, especially 
for low-income individuals and families.

Bold, innovative and decisive actions are re-
quired to secure our future.

Malcolm G. Bird is an associate professor in the department of political 
science at the University of Winnipeg.

In Afghanistan, the cycle keeps repeating

IN the year 2000, fi ve years after the Taliban 
came to power in Afghanistan, nobody elsewhere 
cared what happened in that landlocked, benight-
ed country. It was ruled by angry rural fan-
atics who tormented the local people with their 
demented rules for proper “Islamic” behaviour, 
but it was not a military or diplomatic priority for 
anybody.

It is about to return to that isolated and isola-
tionist existence. Neither then nor now do the 
Taliban even have a foreign policy. They are more 
like a franchise operation whose various elements 
share certain basic principles — e.g. foreign-
ers, women and democracy are bad — but whose 
members are primarily focused on local issues 
and personal ambitions.

This is not the first time that the country has 
been in such a mess, and about the only useful 
thing the current lot of foreign invaders can do on 
their way out is offer refuge abroad to as many as 
possible of the Afghans who trusted their prom-
ises. That will certainly not be more than 10 or 20 
per cent of those who earned their protection.

The Russians and the Americans share the 
blame for this catastrophe. It’s hard to believe 
that an uninvaded Afghanistan could have 
peacefully evolved into a prosperous democratic 
society with equal rights for all, but “uninvaded” 
is the only condition in which it could conceivably 
have approached that goal.

There was the germ of such a locally led mod-
ernization process in the overthrow of the king in 
1973 and the proclamation of an Afghan republic. 
Other Muslim-majority states have made that 
transition successfully — Turkey did, for ex-
ample, despite its current government — but the 
Afghan attempt did not prosper.

Violent resistance by traditional social and 
religious groups started at once, and the tottering 
new republican regime was overthrown in 1978 
by a bloody military coup. The young officers 
who seized power were Marxists who imposed a 
radical reform program.

They gave women the vote and equal access 
to education, carried out land reforms, and even 
attacked the role of religion. By 1979, the Marxist 
regime was facing a massive revolt in conserva-
tive rural areas, and one faction asked for Soviet 
military help.

The moribund Communist leadership in Mos-
cow agreed, and 100,000 Soviet troops entered 
the country. The subsequent war devastated the 
invading country for a decade — with much help 
from the United States.

“The day that the Soviets officially crossed the 
(Afghan) border, I wrote to President Carter: We 
now have the opportunity of giving to the U.S.S.R. 
its Vietnam War,” said former U.S. national se-
curity adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski . He immedi-
ately started sending money and weapons to the 
rural rebels who later became the Taliban.

It took 10 years, $40 billion of clandestine U.S. 
military aid, and around a million Afghan dead, 
but by 1989 the Taliban and their various Islamist 
rivals forced the Russians to pull out. Shortly af-
terward the Soviet Union collapsed, and Brzezins-
ki arrogantly but implausibly claimed credit for it.

“What is most important to the history of the 
world?” he asked. “The Taliban, or the collapse 
of the Soviet empire? Some stirred-up Muslims 

or the liberation of Central Europe and the end of 
the Cold War?” In reality, the Soviet Union was 
heading for collapse anyway, but the “stirred-up 
Muslims” turned out to be a fairly large problem. 

The Taliban took power in Kabul in 1996 after 
a long all-against-all war among the various 
Islamist groups, and ruled most of the country 
badly and brutally for five years. Then an Arab 
Islamist called Osama bin Laden abused the 
hospitality of the Taliban leader Mullah Omar 
by launching the 9/11 attacks against the United 
States in 2001.

Bin Laden may not even have told Mullah Omar 
about the attacks in advance. The “need to know” 
principle for secret operations argues against it, 
as does the possibility that Mullah Omar might 
have forbidden the attacks because he didn’t want 
to be invaded.

An American invasion was inevitable after 9/11, 
because some spectacular retaliation was politi-
cally necessary. That led to another 20 years of 
war: the Taliban against another set of foreigners 
who understood little about the country’s recent 
history and why it made local people profoundly 
mistrustful of “helpful” foreigners.

Even now, Americans don’t realize how closely 
they have recapitulated the Soviet experience in 
the country. The ending that is now unfolding was 
foreordained from the start, although it has taken 
twice as long to arrive because the United States 
is much richer than Russia. Nevertheless, the 
aftermath will also be the same.

The various factions of the Taliban will split, 
mostly on ethnic lines, and another civil war of 
uncertain length will follow. The rule of the win-
ners will be as cruel and arbitrary as it was last 
time. And the rest of the world will rapidly lose 
interest, because Afghanistan won’t pose a seri-
ous threat to anywhere else. 

Gwynne Dyer’s new book is The Shortest History of War.

Family 
involvement 
crucial in 
long-term care

THERE is no question that COVID-19 has 
had devastating consequences in long-term 
care for residents, staff and families. Media 
provided heart-wrenching stories about condi-
tions in care homes and pictures of residents 
peering through windows. Numerous reports 
have been documenting the factors that con-
tributed to the disaster, identifying once again 
what needs to change.

However, as is often the case in disasters, 
there are signs of light emerging from the 
devastation. Here we highlight three prom-
ising developments based on our current 
research project, “COVID-19, Families and 
Long-Term Care.”

First, as we have learned through our 
interviews with family members, more people 
are participating in family councils and more 
family councils are becoming highly effective 
in shaping policies and practices.

A family council is composed of family and 
friends of a long-term care home’s residents. 
Although family councils are allowed in 
Ontario’s Long-Term Care Homes Act, the 
groups are intended to be self-led and demo-
cratically run, and determine their own goals. 
Within their overall purpose of improving 
quality of life for residents, their roles can 
include education, peer support and pursuing 
positive changes in homes and in the long-
term care system. Whether there is a family 
council and how it operates varies with each 
home and is determined by it. 

During the pandemic:
• Cut off from daily life in care homes and 

limited in the impact they could have individu-
ally, more family members joined the councils.

• Frustrated by the poor communications 
from care homes, more councils became 
highly effective communicators.

• Provoked by confusing government direc-
tives, councils more thoroughly investigated 
the directives in order to become critical 
sources of information for families and even 
sometimes for the management.

Second, the prohibition against families 
entering care homes made their essential 
contributions visible. As we have long learned 
in our research, families — by which we often 
mean women — do much more than hug. They 
prepare culturally appropriate food and activ-
ities, purchase supplies and clean clothes and 
assist in eating and in walking. They monitor, 
advocate and interpret, and they brush teeth 
and comb hair — to name only some of the 
ways they fill the gaps in care. 

For example, one woman who visited her 
aunt said:

“I would wash her face. I would cut her 
hair, which she preferred I do rather than 
hiring somebody. And I would help her stay 
groomed. Her hands were often dirty, so I 
would soak her hands to get them cleaned 
up. I’d help her clean her dentures, brush her 
teeth, brush her mouth really. And I would 
help her with calling to family.”

She also cleaned her aunt’s wheelchair, and 
cleaned up anything she noticed that didn’t look 
good. She called staff’s attention to her aunt’s 
needs, such as her missing eyeglasses. And she 
would take her aunt outside for fresh air.

With family visits prohibited, none of these 
aspects of care were provided for her aunt in 
the wake of COVID-19.

Third, the prohibition against visitors, com-
bined with the enforced isolation of residents in 
their rooms and the push for staff to focus on 
clinical care, highlighted the essential nature 
of both social care and of those services often 
dismissed as supplementary. These include 
food, clothing, housekeeping and laundry.

After the Canadian Armed Forces deployed 
members to provide assistance in long-term 
care homes during the COVID-19 crisis, 
a report emphasized the absence of these 
essential services and the absence of vital 
social care. Specifically, it noted “not having 
witnessed any psychosocial support for these 
residents,” the lack of clean linen and lack of 
access to sufficient nutrition.

The haunting pictures of residents in 
the windows and the reports of death from 
isolation also speak to a lack of social care. 
Clinical care is undoubtedly necessary, but 
COVID-19 makes it obvious it is not sufficient 
for life.

There is no question that we will have to 
work hard to make sure that this time the 
lessons learned from the pandemic do not get 
lost once again as the immediate crisis passes. 
This includes supporting families and family 
councils. It also means recognizing the full 
range of essential care.

Pat Armstrong is a distinguished research professor of sociol-
ogy, Jacqueline Choiniere is an associate professor in the school 
of nursing and Ruth Lowndes is a research associate in the 
department of sociology at York University. Hugh Armstrong is 
professor emeritus of social work and political economy at Carle-
ton University. James Struthers is professor emeritus of Canadian 
studies at Trent University.
This has been edited for length; the full version can be seen at 
winnipegfreepress.com or theconversation.com/ca.
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