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I can’t even 
begin to put 
into words 

what that hug 
felt like. All I 

wanted in that 
moment was to 
lift her up, hold 
her close, and 
never let go.

D av i d  G e b a l a ,  
i n  a  F a c e b o o k  p o s t 

a f t e r  h i s  d a u g h t e r , 
T u m b l e r  R i dg  e  

s u r v i v o r  M a y a , 12, 
w a s  a b l e  t o  s i t  o n 

t h e  e dg  e  o f  h e r  
h o s p i t a l  b e d  

w i t h  h e l p  f r o m 
h e a lt h - c a r e  s t a ff  . 

A2 The new frontier of government ac-
countability could be a colourful, 
AI-generated image connecting the 
dots between all the different players 
in one of Canada’s messiest procure-
ment controversies.

The Phoenix pay system — which 
was designed to centralize payroll for 
the federal government but quickly 
racked up a long list of issues, includ-
ing overpayments, underpayments 
and missed payments — is estimated 
to have cost nearly $5 billion. 

The replacement software is now 

estimated to cost more than $4 billion, 
putting the total price tag of the ca-
lamity at nearly $10 billion, according 
to Auditor General Karen Hogan last 
week.

Now, using the government’s lobby-
ing registry, auditor general reports, 
media stories and government press 
releases, a new interactive website is 
drawing a vivid picture of the compli-
cated and frenzied lobbying activity 
beneath the surface of big-money gov-
ernment contracts. 

See WEBSITE on A5

‘Revolving door’ of insiders, lobbyists 
behind government scandal a click away

S t u a r t  T h o m s o n  
a n d  C h r i s t o p h e r  N a r d i

in Ottawa

K e n n  O l i v e r

When American sociologist 
and economist Herbert A. 
Simon first introduced the 
idea of the attention economy 
in 1971, the model was based 
on the “information-rich” 
mediums of the day — tele-
vision, radio and print.

Boiled down, the theory 
posits that in a world with 

more and more information 
for humans to digest, the 
scarcity of their attention be-
comes a valuable commodity.

Over 50 years later, while 
older media survive and 
claw for scraps of advertising 
revenue, today’s attention 
economy exists predomin-
antly in the online ecosystem 
and nowhere more so than 
on social media sites.

Like TV and radio before 

them, as largely free-to-use 
services, behemoths like Me-
ta, Snapchat, TikTok, and 
others don’t generate their 
billions in ever-growing an-
nual revenue from users — it 
comes from advertisers. And 
with children and teenagers 
among the largest cohorts 
of users, all manner of com-
panies have shown little 
compunction about using the 
websites and apps to market 

their products and services 
specifically to one of society’s 
most vulnerable populations.

In the matrix of harms 
posed to Canadian youth 
through regular or excessive 
social media use, targeted 
advertising may not be as 
worrisome as cyberbullying, 
predators, pornography or 
the host of other dangers, 
but it’s no less pervasive.

See HARMS on A4

Advertisers can no longer turn blind eye to social media harms: prof

I n Saskatchewan, the 
authorities are current-
ly deciding whether to 

treat Tagalog like an official 
language.

It all started at the Star-
bucks in Saskatoon’s Royal 
University Hospital. Vanessa 
Casila, a Filipina woman, 
tried to order in Tagalog. The 
employee taking her order 
refused, saying she would 
receive a formal reprimand 
from the manager if she 
went along with it. Casila 
then filed a human rights 
complaint, claiming that 
the “English only” policy 
amounted to discrimination 
based on race, colour, ances-
try, place of origin, and na-
tionality.

Casila also claimed that 
Starbucks’ language policy 
prohibited staff from com-
municating among them-
selves or with the public in 
any language other than 
English or French. This, she 
said, was spawned by cus-
tomer complaints to the 
company about Starbucks 
staff not speaking English.

The Saskatchewan Hu-
man Rights Commission dis-
missed the complaint quick-
ly, stating that Casila hadn’t 
put forth enough evidence 
to get it past the threshold 
for deeper consideration. 
It needed to have “reason-
able grounds to believe that 
there had been discrimina-
tion based on a prohibited 
ground,” which was not 
made out, in the eyes of the 
commission.

Casila was given a second 
chance to make her point. 

See SARKONAK on A10

When 
serving 
coffee is 
racist

Saskatchewan 
rights case over 

Starbucks
Y u a n  Y i  Z h u

Comment

In a normal country, ideas 
about the ideal arrange-
ments for society’s well-func-
tioning are debated by the 
public and voted upon by 
either elected legislators or, 
in some cases, through dir-
ect democracy. But Canada 
isn’t a normal country.

Last week, the Supreme 
Court heard oral arguments 
on the challenge against 
Quebec’s secularism law, 
which imposes all manner 
of restrictions on the pub-
lic practice of religion in 
the name of secularism. For 
good measure, the legisla-
ture insulated it from con-
stitutional challenge by in-
voking the notwithstanding 
clause.

Both the bill’s substance 
(with a few small exceptions) 
as well as Quebec’s invoca-
tion of Section 33 were up-
held in the Quebec Court 
of Appeal. But critics of the 
law, supported by the federal 
government and numerous 
NGOs, have taken the case 
to the Supreme Court. They 
hope not only to strike down 
the law, but to introduce 
limits on the invocation of 
Section 33, a long-standing 
goal of a segment of the Lau-
rentian elite (think Andrew 
Coyne).

See ZHU on A11

A  
fireable 
offence
Any judge who 
tries to change 

notwithstanding 
clause should go

G O V E R N M E N T  S P E N D I N G

Is this the best way to spend 
$90B of taxpayers’ money?

ALTO

The money for the Alto high-speed rail project from Toronto to Quebec City could fund other “bold and ambitious” projects, writes Tristin Hopper.

C onservative Leader Pierre 
Poilievre said that if he ever 
became prime minister, he 
would scrap the Alto rail pro-

ject, a $90-billion program announced 
in the final days of Justin Trudeau’s 
premiership that proposed to build 
high-speed rail between Toronto and 
Quebec City.

Poilievre’s main stated objection to 
the project is that it will require exten-
sive expropriations of private property 
across Ontario and Quebec. “The Car-
ney Liberals will confiscate farmland 
and private property,” he told a press 
conference at a rural location in Peter-
borough, Ont., this week.

But expropriations aside, $90 bil-
lion is a jaw-dropping sum of money 
for Canada to spend on anything, 
much less a project the chief prom-
ise of which is that it would be about 
twice as fast as the existing Via Rail 
service. 

Given that Canada has rough-
ly 22 million people who are net tax 
contributors, Alto would represent 

a starting cost of at least $4,000 per  
Canadian taxpayer.

The Liberals have countered that  
Alto is a “bold and ambitious” project 
that would be “transformative” for 
the nation. But if the goal is to spend  
$90 billion on something bold and 
transformative, there’s much more that 
kind of money can do aside from mak-
ing it slightly more convenient to take a 
train between Quebec and Ontario.

Below, a cursory look at how much 
Canadian infrastructure $90 billion 
could buy.

BUILD AN ENTIRE  
SECOND CANADA 

Canada, at least the western part of 
it, is essentially a planned commun-
ity. The federal government of the late 
19th century cut a railway to the Pacif-
ic Ocean and encouraged develop-
ment to bloom around it.

The prosperity that has resulted has 
dwarfed the cost of the railroad that 
spawned it. 

See HOPPER on A6

THE UNBELIEVABLE THINGS CANADA 
COULD DO WITH THE BILLIONS  

IT’S WASTING ON HIGH-SPEED RAIL

T r i s t i n  H o p p e r

Comment

J a m i e  S a r ko n a k

Comment

N O T E

There will be  
no paper on 
Good Friday.


