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Ideas, Issues, Insights
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The Assiniboine River near Palmerston Avenue and Aubrey Street in Wolseley was the site of a spill that sent 3.3 million litres of raw sewage into the waterway on Aug. 25.

Smells like an election issue

T
HE stink of Winnipeg’s rivers needs to be an
election issue.
Winnipeggers have either learned to live

with the raw sewage that runs into our water-
ways, or have given up hoping for a solution. The
excreta of our city’s toilets continues to foul the
very rivers that contribute so much to the iden-
tity of our city. As a regular user of both the toilet
and the rivers, I would sincerely love to see them
go their own separate ways. An article I wrote for
the Free Press in 1989 titled “Something stinky
comes this way” documented the outrageous lev-
els of fecal coliform and disease that flourished
in our own black waters.
It documented the major pathogens, including

salmonella and polio, found in the torpid waters of
the Red. At that time, MPMonique Landry com-
pared the appalling condition of the Red River to
Ghana’s polluted waterways. Thirty years later,
very little has changed — sure, the big chunks
are being filtered out, but when the combined
sewers become overloaded, when the pumps fail
due to power failures or when there are block-
ages, raw sewage makes its way into our rivers.
On Aug. 25, 3.26 million litres of effluent spilled

into the Assiniboine River, bringing the city’s
total for the year above 20 million litres. Mani-
toba Sustainable Development, which sets laws
on surface water, has threatened prosecution for
the release of raw sewage. Slaps on the wrist have
continued for decades and will persist, as the
provincial ultimatum of removing 85 per cent of
sewage from our waterways by 2024 lamely gets
kicked aside by city council.
It’s a beautiful kayak trip up the Red River,

through St. Vital and Crescent Drive parks, as the
leaves turn and fall colours abound; an exciting
paddle down the Assiniboine onto the Red from
the Perimeter is equally enjoyable, as active
people at the rowing club can testify. Boating,
fishing and the joys of a water-taxi ride all make
Winnipeg a better place. Residents affectionate-
ly refer to their home as “River City.”
The argument against performing a complete

overhaul of the sewer system is the billion-
dollar cost, which the city can ill afford. An
infrastructure program of this size would require
federal funding, but locals would rather see such
contributions spent on our deteriorating roads. So
do we throw up our hands and accept this envi-
ronmental travesty, or can something be done?
Is there an effective way to monitor the

outflows at Aubrey Street, Mager Drive and vari-
ous other locations? Is it possible to have alterna-
tive power sources hooked up in case of power
failure? Can pipe function be scanned to detect
partial blockages? In the case of the 3.26-million-
litre spill in Wolseley, it took close to 90 minutes
for crews to obtain and hook up a mobile genera-
tor. Why not have one at the ready, as power fail-
ures account for half of the city’s sewage spills?
Response teams need to be prepared, especially
during storms. Leaking 20 million litres of raw
sewage can no longer be accepted by residents.
With the municipal election only a week away,

one would expect this to be an election issue; un-
fortunately, it is not. Those of us who live by and
use the rivers need to raise these questions with
our candidates, as their ridings almost certainly
come into contact with the twists and turns of the
Red or Assiniboine.
The big fix is a long way off, but we can do bet-

ter at restricting the flow with interim measures.
It is time to act.

Dave Taylor teaches at the University of Winnipeg and has been a
contributor to the Free Press for more than 30 years.

Why aCanadian basic income is inevitable
IN Canadian policy circles, basic income has
come to mean a stipend paid to families or indi-
viduals without the many conditions and rules
that govern existing income-assistance programs.
The amount received is gradually reduced as
income from other sources increases.
However, basic income is not just about welfare

reform. A basic income is most valuable to people
in the middle class and those hoping to join them.
Here’s why a Canadian basic income is inevitable.
Consider Canadians who already benefit

from some forms of basic income: families with
children under 18 and people aged 65 and above.
The poorest families with children benefit fully
from the Canada Child Benefit, but many middle-
class families receive at least partial benefits.
The Guaranteed Income Supplement helps the
poorest seniors, but Old Age Security provides at
least some support to most of those with higher
incomes.
The recently cancelled Ontario basic income

experiment, which intended to provide adult ben-
efits according to the same model, enrolled more
working people than people receiving income
assistance.
The need for income security among middle-

class Canadians is accelerating as the labour
market changes. Silicon Valley hyperbole imag-
ines robots replacing human labour, and that
has happened for many factory jobs, but a much
more immediate outcome is that automation will
change the way work is done.
The leading edge of professional job changes

can be seen among journalists, translators and
professors, who used to enjoy well-paying, secure
careers. The same work is now much more likely

to be packaged as “projects” — stories, docu-
ments or classes — that can be hired out to inde-
pendent contractors at a much lower cost. Some
of these contractors find themselves competing
with others from around the world.
Similarly, pharmacists are being replaced by

lower-paid pharmacy technicians or even pill-
counting robots. These changes lead to a form of
genteel and hidden job insecurity that existing
social programs cannot address. These are people
who vote and who know how to make their voices
heard.
At the same time, government finances make

basic income an increasingly attractive option. A
recent report by the Parliamentary Budget Office
emphasizes the unsustainability of provincial
budgets compared to the fiscal strength of the
federal government. This means that, over the
long run, either the federal government must
transfer ever larger amounts of tax revenue to
the provinces or the provinces must transfer
some responsibilities to the federal government.
The Parliamentary Budget Office estimated the

net costs of a Canada-wide basic income modelled
on the Ontario proposal at $44 billion annually.
This did not take into account the money that
might be saved by other social programs such as
health care if poverty is adequately addressed, or
the reduced need for provincial income assis-
tance and disability support programs.
If the $20 billion that the provinces collectively

spend on income assistance and disability sup-
port could be used to fund the basic income, the
remaining cost would be $24 billion — almost
exactly what the Canada Child Benefit costs each
year.
While it would be politically difficult to negoti-

ate such a significant change all at once, the

federal government could introduce a basic in-
come at half or a quarter of the Ontario rates, and
negotiate an agreement with the provinces not to
reduce income assistance or disability support.
Over time, the federal basic income could grow
as the economy grows, while transfers to the
provinces could be frozen.
As the federally funded basic income covers a

growing proportion of the basic needs of recipi-
ents, the provinces could turn their attention (and
their constrained budgets) to the sorts of things
provinces should be able to do better than the
federal government — addressing local needs
through the delivery of job training and housing
supports, for example.
Even a modest Canada-wide basic income will

require additional tax revenue, but the federal
government has the fiscal capacity to raise
taxes in many ways. They need not increase the
marginal income or corporation tax rate, and tax
revenue will grow as the economy grows, allow-
ing the basic income to grow proportionately.
In 1966, Hyman Bookbinder, the assistant

director of the U.S. Office of Economic Opportu-
nity, declared that adequately addressing poverty
in the U.S. would cost more than U.S $1 trillion.
He was not discouraged by this, but instead
pointed out that economic growth would make
this entirely feasible. It is, he said, simple: “The
poor can stop being poor if the rich are willing to
become even richer at a slower rate.”

Evelyn L. Forget is the author of Basic Income For Canadians: the key
to a Healthier, Happier, More Secure Society for All. She is a health
economist at the University of Manitoba and a contributor with
EvidenceNetwork.ca, based at the University of
Winnipeg.

Rethinking
sexual intimacy
a lifetime pursuit

I SPENT a recent Saturday afternoon in a
darkened theatre, surrounded by giggling col-
lege freshmen, watching a play about sexual
assault. I was back at my alma mater, and not
much had changed.
Correction: a few things had. When I was

a freshman in 2006, Princeton’s orientation-
week sex-ed program was called “Sex on a
Saturday Night,” and upperclassmen some-
times attended just to heckle. By 2018 it had
been renamed “The Way You Move” — still
awkward, but less salacious — and it was a
decidedly more solemn affair.
That said, the basic contours remained the

same: student actors dramatized a weekend
night out, replete with budding romances and
too much beer. There was “pre-game” drink-
ing, a goofy dance party and then, startlingly,
an alcohol-enabled rape.
That harrowing scene was followed by a

sombre debriefing and an introduction to
the college’s peer advisers for sexual health.
Having sex with a blacked-out classmate was
not OK, because she could not consent. An
administrator took pains to define the term
and to discuss the “grey area” between a clear
yes and an absolute no — the grey area was
described as a contaminated space, where to
engage in sexual activity was to assume vary-
ing amounts of risk.
And this was where it began to strike me

as odd, in a way that it hadn’t back when I
was one of the 18-year-olds in the audience.
Something was missing from the conversa-
tion, which seemed awfully cold-blooded. The
discussion was all about consent, but it was
only about consent. Consent is not a bad thing,
of course — a profusion of sexual-harassment
cases has taught us that much — but consent
is not enough.
Over the past year, the #MeToo movement

has prompted a healthy re-evaluation of our
sexual mores. But as more-complicated cases
come to light — a bad date with Aziz Ansari is
harder to parse than Harvey Weinstein alleg-
edly attacking women in hotel rooms — it has
become increasingly clear that the rethinking
is not complete.
Though we’re much better at calling out bad

behaviour, we haven’t come to an agreement
on what’s good. Consent is the line we use to
separate the acceptable from the unaccept-
able, but it’s thin and often detached from
a real understanding of the human person.
Whereas consent is a helpful legal framework
for risk avoidance, it too often allows us to
bypass questions of respect, relationship and
care. Is the worst thing about taking advan-
tage of a drunken classmate really the fact
that you didn’t get her to mouth the word
“yes” first?
Even among the consent regime’s fiercest

partisans, the realization that something is
missing has been quietly gaining steam. Femi-
nist writer Jaclyn Friedman, co-editor of the
anthology Yes Means Yes, recently wrote as
much in Refinery29: “On the way to codifica-
tion we’ve replaced some of the old rape myths
with this new one: that consent is just a hurdle
you have to clear in order to Get The Sex.”
She continues: “(Real consent) requires us

to see our sex partners — whether they be
anonymous hookups or life partners — not
simply as instrumental to our own pleasure,
but as co-equal collaborators, equally human
and important, equally harmable, equally free
and equally sovereign.” It’s not enough simply
to note the existence of a grey area that re-
quires risk avoidance, independent from any
ethical concerns.
After the presentation ended and the fresh-

men filed out, I ventured backstage to talk
to the student actors. Had the play felt like
enough, in their opinion? Wasn’t it a little
incomplete?
“Yeah,” a junior agreed. “The logic is sort

of Cartesian.” (Oh, college!) “Do this, not that.
Don’t break the rules. But given the time
constraints ...” She shrugged.
She was right, of course. A one-hour play

cannot impart a full understanding of human
dignity. Moral consciousness is built over a
span of years, maybe decades. Empathy and
intimacy must be learned. And developing
true humanity — the ability to view relation-
ships as shared rather than transactional, to
see others as deserving of respect and good-
will — is the work of a lifetime.
No doubt the creators of these college skits

now realize that they’re a backstop at best,
and know that they don’t deliver a holistic
sexual education or moral sensibility.
Because college is too late. One would hope

that parents and primary schools are doing
their part, long before they release their sub-
jects out into the world. And maybe, too, ques-
tions of ethics and empathy will be discussed
in more detail by the students themselves.
That might be the task for this next genera-
tion of sex-havers — to develop a sexual ethic
that is not just a set of rules but also truly
respects the human person.
In the meantime, my advice to the class of

2022 is simple, though in practice I know it’s
going to take some work: yes, get consent. But
try to be human as well.

—Washington Post
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