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1

Preface

Spoiled Harvest
Sowing Division on the Canadian Prairie

Patricia W. Elliott, JoAnn Jaffe & Cora Sellers

On March 11, 2020, a debate erupted in the Saskatchewan legislature 
that laid bare the province’s increasingly toxic and divided political 

landscape. In a world where “going viral” had become a powerful path to 
influence, it’s no small irony that a virus held centre stage. Earlier that day, 
the World Health Organization had declared the coronavirus outbreak 
a pandemic.1 Canada had by then recorded one hundred cases; the first 
Saskatchewan case hit on January 27 and epidemiological models warned 
of more to come. But in Saskatchewan, there were far different concerns 
on the horizon: Pipeline construction was stalled, and a Saudi-Russian 
price war had launched an assault on the price of oil. To speak of any 
other threat seemed heretical, even treasonous. Further, Saskatchewan 
Party leader and premier Scott Moe was toying with a snap spring election 
call. He seemed ready to present a budget in advance of the coming oil 
bust and press the flesh, virus be damned. Yet here was the leader of the 
Opposition, who was a physician, on his feet in question period, railing 
about a microscopic virus and seeking actions that would further slow a 
sputtering economic engine and forestall an election. “Will the Premier 
stop blowing these [pandemic] concerns off?” New Democratic Party 
(ndp) leader Ryan Meili implored.2 Health minister Jim Reiter responded 
that a plan was in progress, then admonished Meili for “trying to scare and 
instill fear into the people of Saskatchewan.”3 It was the finance minister 
who then took the debate to its most heated level. “Mr. Speaker, I find it 
rather interesting that the members opposite would panic, they would 
knee-jerk react,” Donna Harpauer shot back. “And the other pattern from 
the members opposite is yet again, prior to a budget, they fearmongered 
among the people of Saskatchewan.”4 Referring to the province’s oil-
tethered aaa credit rating, she charged on: “They would change all of 
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2 DIVIDED

it. They would create a billion-dollar deficit. They would have another 
billion-dollar deficit in promises … Mr. Speaker, that would be their plan, 
and that would devastate the finances of the province for many, many 
generations, Mr. Speaker.”5

As editors of a collection on political division, we took immediate note 
of the moment. Just when it seemed provincial politics could become no 
more partisan, elected leaders had upped the game. The consequences 
were frighteningly dangerous. Yet from conversations we’d had with 
contributors to this volume, we knew the dangers of a divided province 
were already well familiar to vulnerable populations. Indigenous Peoples, 
women, immigrants, racial and religious minorities, environmentalists, 
prisoners, labour rights activists and gender-nonconforming people 
are among those who have already known the sting of name-calling 
and having their legitimate concerns dismissed as overstated, hysterical 
“fearmongering.” Past contagions have revealed the most vulnerable are 
the most endangered; during the H1N1 pandemic, Indigenous people 
comprised just 4.3 percent of the population of Canada but made up 
27.8 percent of hospital admissions.6 In Saskatchewan, the first wave of 
covid-19 saw 54 percent of deaths situated in the Far North and North, 
despite comprising just 30 percent of the population, and more than 
double the ratio of deaths to confirmed cases than in the south.7 While 
provincial and federal authorities stumbled, Indigenous communities 
moved quickly on their own to set up blockades to contain the virus.

In this light, perhaps the only thing the March 11 question period 
changed was to broaden the scope of an existing dilemma and put it on full 
display. Regardless of social circumstance or political affiliation, there was 
no looking away: Together we had become a people bereft of responsible 
governance to the point of physical endangerment. As well, it became 
clear in the following weeks that the decades of neoliberal privatization, 
tax cuts and stripped-down government services had left very little to 
fall back on in a time of crisis. One can hope these stark revelations will 
be a turning point; however, the contributions to this volume speak of a 
long road ahead.

In the weeks following that debate, the Saskatchewan Party (aka Sask 
Party) government came to understand the gravity of the pandemic, 
cancelled election plans and began shutdown measures — albeit lagging 
behind municipal governments and always with an eye for swift reopen-
ing, especially for activities popular with their base, such as golfing, 

Exc
erp

t



Spoiled Harvest 3 

camping and recreational hunting. Ironically, though, when Premier Moe 
donned a mask and urged caution, he in turn attracted calls to “stop the 
fearmongering” from a far-right fundamentalist base that the Sask Party 
had engaged with since the party’s inception.8

The Sask Party is a relatively new provincial political party, created in 
1997 out of the remnants of the then-discredited Devine-led Conservative 
Party and the few Liberal members of the legislative assembly (mlas) still 
electable in the province. Representing a shift to right-wing populism 
among a broad swath of rural residents, the Sask Party speaks for a return 
to traditional values, translated in terms of a reassertion of Christian val-
ues and right to private property through, for example, outrage toward 
the growing assertions of Indigenous sovereignty, demands for genuine 
consultation and Indigenous Title. This political reaction to the more 
liberal ndp — formerly considered the “natural governing party” of 
Saskatchewan — has further dovetailed with the interests of the growing 
coalition of large farmers, suburban voters, real estate developers, small 
business owners, oil and gas companies and corporate interests intent on 
doing away with state intervention and public ownership, reinforcing the 
movement toward free trade and free markets. The Sask Party government 
adheres to the neoliberal truism that “bootstrappism” is the best program 
for development and echoes now-hotly contested theories9 that privatiza-
tion and the market are the best solution to the problems of poverty and 
exclusion. This twin emphasis on natural resources and development 
through the market is perhaps best demonstrated through former premier 
Brad Wall’s well-publicized statement in reference to uranium mining 
giant Cameco: “You know, the best program for First Nations and Métis 
people in Saskatchewan is not a program at all — it’s Cameco.”10

FRACTURED LANDSCAPE: ASSESSING THE WALL-MOE LEGACY
Our inspiration for Divided was sparked by an informal gathering of 
women in the spring of 2019. Rural sociologist JoAnn Jaffe brought 
forth the idea that there had not been a book-length accounting of broad 
political trends in Saskatchewan for some time. In the early 1990s, two 
books — Privatizing a Province: The New Right in Saskatchewan11 and 
Devine Rule in Saskatchewan: A Decade of Hope and Hardship12 — closely 
examined the Conservative Party years of the 1980s. Together, these works 
changed the framing of many political arguments and helped unseat the 
government of Grant Devine. In 2009, Howard Leeson offered an edited 
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4 DIVIDED

collection, Saskatchewan Politics: Crowding the Centre, which examined 
a decade of centrist-leaning ndp governance under Roy Romanow and 
Lorne Calvert. His introduction argued that debatable differences had 
faded in a uniformly neoliberal landscape. He also foreshadowed the 
future under a newly elected Saskatchewan Party government, led by a 
young lifetime politico, Brad Wall, writing: “Part of the mystique and the 
myth of Saskatchewan involves its rural past. For most Canadians who 
have not visited the province, there is a general belief that it is mostly rural 
farmland, with happy rural socialist small towns. However, as we know, 
the reality of the province is now quite different.”13

In the years since, we have come to know that difference in many ways. 
There has been a tremendous transformation of the dominant political 
discourse that no longer crowds the centre as much as it reaches to the 
edges for support, with disturbing consequences. We have witnessed the 
rise of hate speech on the dark web and social media, often inflamed 
by bots and paid political operatives. An interim report into right-wing 
extremism online, released in 2020 by the Institute for Global Strategic 
Dialogue, found significant involvement by Canadians in white suprema-
cist groups such as Fascist Forge and Iron March.14 The contributors 
to Divided reveal that such phenomena do not arrive out of the blue, 
unbidden. The past decade has brought about a fraying of economies 
and social supports that has pitted populations against each other, most 
notably rural against urban, settlers against First Nations, suburbs against 
centre and, ultimately, rich against poor. Thus, we argue there is a clear 
geography and economy underlying increasingly public expressions of 
hate, carried forward in policies and political interventions that cleave 
social divisions ever wider.

Left largely unchallenged by those in leadership positions, such divi-
sions have grown increasingly volatile. Witness a labour dispute at a Regina 
refinery that attracted bomb threats and other forms of violence against 
union blockades.15 Consider a pro-pipeline lobby swept into a widening 
melting pot of conspiracy theories that connects a sense of social dislo-
cation and diminished livelihoods to, for starters, the United Nations, 
pedophiles, vaccine manufacturers, medical masks from China, immi-
grants, Jews, 5G wireless networks and the dark forces behind creating 
body-double replacements for Mark Zuckerberg and Bill Gates. Swirling 
throughout this discourse are threats of a coming storm of violence. 
“The New World Order has started. Will you die as a slave or fight like a 
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Spoiled Harvest 5 

warrior?” asks one internet meme circulating in Estevan, an oil patch city, 
while another post promises: “Men[,] in the coming months you may need 
to sacrifice your life to protect those you love,” accompanied by reader 
comments such as “ready in a heartbeat” and “my army is ready.”16 The 
tone of Prairie populism has shifted toward discourse that is increasingly 
fascistic and violent. This form of populism, while intensely nationalistic, 
apes the language and ideology behind the US Capitol building insur-
rection of January 6, 2021. This is a legacy for which the Saskatchewan 
Party — and other right-wing governments around the world — have yet 
to fully answer.

Divided looks primarily at the 
last fifteen years, during which 
time Wall’s Saskatchewan Party 
government, first elected in 2007, 
sought to reforge the province’s 
image into the New Saskatchewan: brash, rich, highly competitive and 
aggressively partisan. This rebranding and its accompanying policy expres-
sions have come to define and divide a society that was already in the 
process of being disrupted by broken treaties, a changing rural economy, 
unregulated communication platforms and a global-scale ascent of right-
wing populism, to name a few of the factors addressed in this volume.

Editors JoAnn Jaffe, a rural sociologist, Patricia W. Elliott, a journal-
ism professor, and Cora Sellers, a front-line community service director, 
approached this volume as a way to not only examine the Sask Party era, 
but also as a means to understand wider social currents from a localized 
perspective. In many respects, Saskatchewan stands as an incubator and 
testing ground for the politics of a divided world. As noted by J. McCoy 
et al., political polarization is a relational process whereby normal divi-
sions in society — such as those based on geography, education and 
race — increasingly gravitate toward “us” versus “them” discourse.17 A 
growing body of scholarly work has tracked this phenomenon on a global 
scale, with particular attention to the United States. Comparatively little 
has been published in Canada, although research on Canadian election 
studies data from 1992 to 2015 “suggest Canada has experienced a surge 
in partisan sorting that is comparable to that in the US.”18

The style of hyper-partisan sorting that currently grips Saskatchewan 
draws from a populist base in a province where populism holds deep 
roots. Gagnon et al. note that forms of populism are driven by reaction to 

The tone of Prairie populism has 
shifted toward discourse that is 
increasingly fascistic and violent.
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6 DIVIDED

crises and can fall across a wide spectrum of responses, from democratic 
people’s movements to authoritarianism and xenophobia.19 Appearing in 
many forms across the political spectrum, populism can be described as a 
response to social change that positions “ordinary people” in opposition 
to “elites” who are determined to stop the ordinary people from gaining 
their just deserts.20 In 1892, one of its first organized political incarna-
tions, the People’s Party of the United States, more commonly known as 
the Populist Party, penned a platform containing points that would read 
well at a modern-day leftist rally, with its cry against “homes covered with 
mortgages, labor impoverished, and the land concentrating in the hands 
of capitalists.”21 In answer, the party pledged “to restore the government 
of the Republic into the hands of the ‘plain people,’ with which class it 
originated.”22

Early Saskatchewan populism followed a similar bent, steeped in 
anti-capitalism, agrarian socialism, trade unionism, social gospel and 
disenfranchisement from the centre, through which the left propelled 
Tommy Douglas’s Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (ccf) to 
power. However, John F. Conway, one of the province’s most prolific politi-
cal thinkers, noted that the “left” nature of the ccf and other agrarian 
political organizations was never entirely clear, veering between socialism 
and conservatism in outlook. “Clearly populism can be ‘left’ or ‘right,’ but 
usually a particular populist movement is both simultaneously, never 
clearly one or the other,” he observed.23 He challenged the idea of popu-
lism as a viable future project for the left, regarding it as a retrogressive 
setback from building a vision that strengthens and deepens democratic 
forms. Indeed, as subsequent ccf/ndp governments steered toward the 
centre while social unionism declined, and corporate agriculture became 
the new power in rural Saskatchewan, so, too, did left populism fade from 
mainstream political influence, left to small, grassroots organizations to 
take up.24

Into this void stepped Brad Wall’s folksy demeanour and laser-like focus 
on growing the province’s extractive industries by any means necessary. 
This goal relied on an outward picture of a population united behind 
cultural touchstones such as football, pickup trucks and oil pipelines. 
However, Wall’s ability to deepen and sustain this vision relied on new 
forms of populism rooted in highly sectarian religious fundamentalism 
and social conservatism, much of it flowing north from the United States 
through the Christian right and the gun lobby and amplified through 
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Spoiled Harvest 7 

Saskatchewan’s evangelical churches and private schools. This vision 
tends to marry political and economic issues to deeply held moral val-
ues that are unlikely to change through reasoned give-and-take debate 
on either side of a given issue. The Sask Party was able to find a strong 
foothold in an increasingly overheated political environment, finding 
political gain in ramping up anger 
and division through its social 
media operatives. Thus, while 
claiming the economic legacy 
of a runaway oil patch, another 
legacy lies unclaimed but no 
less transformative. From yel-
low vests to trespass laws, from 
Indigenous incarceration to anti-
intellectualism, from climate wars to federal-provincial standoffs, from 
anti-mask rallies to marathon municipal debates over lgbtq2s+ rights, 
Saskatchewan people today stand at a crossroads of rapidly deepening 
social and political fractures.

In preparation for this collection, the co-editors put out a call for con-
tributors who have experienced and/or studied the impacts of political 
and social polarization. The responses were immediate and came from 
many corners, often accompanied by suggestions of additional voices. 
As well, within the texts submitted, we found threads that called out for 
deeper follow-ups, further widening our quest for authors.

In an effort to encapsulate multiple experiences and perspectives, the 
essays are presented in four parts. The first, Culture Wars, examines the 
current state of political discourse in Saskatchewan and its impact on 
targeted people and communities. The second, Fraying the Fabric, takes 
a long view of how we came to this point through decades of social dis-
location amid the ascendance of neoliberalism. The third, Power Plays, 
examines a decline in democratic norms and subsequent power abuses by 
governments and corporations alike. Finally, the section titled A Fighting 
Chance presents community responses and strategies to confront and 
heal our divided world. Together, the contributors represent a broad 
cross-section of voices, including community activists, artists, journalists, 
academics, decision makers and youth. The tone ranges from the academic 
to the lyrical, from the personal to the political. The topics raised by no 
means capture all that has come to pass.

The Sask Party was able to find a 
strong foothold in an increasingly 
overheated political environment, 
finding political gain in ramping 
up anger and division through its 
social media operatives.
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8 DIVIDED

CULTURE WARS
Picking up where Leeson left off, Part 1, Culture Wars, challenges the 
myth of a harmonious, bucolic land. The opening chapter, “The Stories We 
Tell,” by Brenda Macdougall, contrasts the dominant colonial narrative of 
friendly, hard-working rural neighbours against starker realities of racism 
and violence. Saskatchewan in fact has a history steeped in colonialism 
and extreme-right political organizations such as the kkk, offering an 
important study of how these historical forces are never far below the 
surface and are readily unleashed in today’s political climate.25 Surveying 
a barrage of racist social media posts in the aftermath of a young Cree 
man’s death in a farmyard, Mcdougall writes, “Saskatchewan was, and 
is, the site of multiple acts of settler colonial violence as much as it’s the 
home of those hardy pioneers and their descendants who forged a living 
on the Prairies. These two stories are not mutually exclusive.”

The settler narrative is lately marked by a desperate quest to hang on 
to its long-privileged space amid the assertion of Indigenous sovereignty, 
shifting demographics and the downside of peak oil. As noted by Gagnon 
et al., such currents of change drive reactions that can fall across a wide 
spectrum of responses, from democratic people’s movements to authori-
tarianism and xenophobia. Indeed, Saskatchewan’s populism today has 
a different flavour from its antecedents. The symbol of the yellow vest 
demonstrates the “shape-shifting”26 nature of populism; its meaning is 
vastly different in the streets of Paris than in the oilfields of Saskatchewan. 
In “Make Energy Great Again,” Emily Eaton and Simon Enoch proffer the 
term “extractive populism” to explain the type of populism on display at 
yellow vest rallies that took place in Saskatchewan in 2019 and continue 
today under new patriot-themed names. In this case, the crisis is “very real 
anxieties and uncertainties within the Saskatchewan oil patch,” masterfully 
captured and exploited by industry communicators and politicians alike 
as a means to counter the imposition of policies to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions.

Similar rhetoric has been exploited in other spheres. In “These People 
Don’t Vote for Us,” filmmaker Leslie Mair describes how a budgetary 
debate over a film tax credit suddenly flared into a narrative of hard-
working farmers versus the “Hollywood elite.” She and her colleagues had 
never imagined social media would be the battleground, a place where 
carefully marshalled economic arguments held no sway. “Saskatchewan 
has been politically split along rural and urban lines for a long time. Up 
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to this point in my life, though, it had always been more of an abstract 
idea,” writes Mair. “As we got further into our fight to keep our industry 
alive, that divide — conservatives in the rural areas, centre and left in the 
cities — became increasingly evident.” Similarly, Evie Johnny Ruddy never 
expected to be at the centre of a hate-filled social media storm when they 
publicly challenged a barbershop’s refusal to cut their hair. Overnight, 
a declined request to purchase a service from a local business “became 
lost in the din of a polarized debate” that erased Ruddy’s non-binary 
gender identity and supplanted it with the identity of a “feminazi” who 
threatened men’s rights. “I was publicly humiliated, shamed, harassed, 
and threatened, with people targeting my sexed body parts. In the days 
that followed, I was afraid to leave my house,” writes Ruddy in “The Hard 
Part.” The threats were heightened when a commercial radio host took up 
the barbershop’s position as a cause célèbre, broadcasting highly personal 
attacks on Ruddy across Saskatchewan.

Although not directly addressed by Ruddy, it is worth adding 
that the neoliberal trend of industry self-regulation has left citizens 
without an independent authority to protect them from commercial 
news media abuses; complaints to the Canadian Radio-television and 
Telecommunications Commission (crtc), nominally the federal body 
charged with monitoring and disciplining broadcast media, are immedi-
ately forwarded to an industry-run association, the Canadian Broadcast 
Standards Council, for adjudication.27 This mirrors the regime of oil 
industry self-regulation that now holds sway over emissions and spills 
in Saskatchewan’s oil patch. Ruddy’s case also illustrates the gendered 
nature of today’s right-wing populism, which is riding currents of fear of 
change, solidified into discourse/rhetoric about the nature and naturalness 
of gender roles, as well as a deep moral panic that erupts into accusa-
tions of Satanism — reaching back to charges of Satanic ritual abuse at 
a daycare centre in Martensville, Saskatchewan, in the early 1990s — to 
today’s Pizzagate conspiracy theory, linking Hillary Clinton and other 
high-profile US Democrats to child sexual slavery rings, now expanded 
by QAnon followers in Canada to include Trudeau as well.28

The final chapter of Part 1, “Which Side Are You On? Between Yellow 
Vests and Migrant Rights in the New Saskatchewan,” offers a glimpse of an 
alternative scenario to rising culture wars. Andrew Stevens describes how 
governments and business and labour leaders, recognizing the need to fill 
labour shortages and grow the provincial population, have worked jointly 
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to establish and protect the rights of migrant workers in Saskatchewan. 
In this sense, the chapter stands out as an island of potential sanity, but 
one Stevens warns is threatened by the government’s flirtation with yellow 
vest caravans and by ongoing barriers to citizenship that leave migrants 
in precarity.

FRAYING THE FABRIC
Part 2, Fraying the Fabric, takes a deeper look at what lies behind the 
examples offered in Part 1, including the ongoing impacts of colonialism 
and rise of neoliberal economics under the watch of parties of both the 
left and the right in Saskatchewan. The chapters examine how these broad 
trends have contributed to a fraying of human relations that — while 
greatly accelerated by today’s hyperbolic communications platforms — 
reach back further in history.

Among settlers, there have been seismic shifts in the economy and 
population patterns that have wrought a sense of social dislocation and 
threatened futures. The chapters referring to these trends delve into 
particular practices and policies related to neoliberalism, including the 
government’s redefinition of its role as aiding the direct accumulation of 
specific sectors and promoting particular enterprise forms. This is partly 

A truck with a Q-Anon sticker drives down the highway just outside North 
Battleford. Photo by P.W. Elliott.
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a reflection of historical trends in capitalism’s relationship to society and 
how discourses about the state have changed across North America and 
the globe. But the ways in which Saskatchewan has responded to these 
trends reflect its history and social, political and economic makeup. 
Saskatchewan is a hinterland in Canada and should be understood as 
an underdeveloped, dependent 
region using many of the same 
concepts we would use to under-
stand countries and regions of 
the Global South. Hallmarks 
include political and economic 
subordination, domination by 
foreign transnationals, resource 
dependence, too little diversifica-
tion and a culture of cronyism. Thus, the province continues its role as 
a “hewer of wood and drawer of water” — or, in this case, as a grower of 
grain and oilseeds and extractor of natural resources.

Within this frame, however, there has been momentous change. King 
Wheat no longer rules the economy. That honour is now given to oil, gas 
and mining, which, according to the most recently available (2019) data, 
at 27.1 percent of the province’s gdp was nearly three times the next largest 
sector of real estate, renting and leasing (9.2 percent). Agriculture, forestry, 
fishing and hunting now comprise only 8.4 percent of the economy and 
construction comes in a close fourth at 7.2 percent.29 Together, these four 
sectors now account for over half the provincial economy; they are highly 
cyclical, boom-bust and capital intensive, as evidenced by a 17.7 percent 
drop in oil production in the first quarter of 2021.30

In “Not Your Grandparents’ Rural Saskatchewan,” JoAnn Jaffe and 
Amy Quark track the hollowing-out of the middle of rural communities 
via these seismic economic shifts. Neoliberal constraints have scraped 
away at basic rural services such as education, health care and public 
transportation, fraying the fabric of community life, they write. At the 
same time, the erasure of borders has introduced large, extra-provincial 
landowners into the mix. As farming has transformed from a humble 
way of life to an exercise in corporate entrepreneurship, there has been 
a fundamental realignment of relationships in rural Saskatchewan, not 
only between rural dwellers and their governments, but also among each 
other. “Solidarities among producers are breaking down as the interests of 

Among settlers, there have been 
seismic shifts in the economy 
and population patterns that 
have wrought a sense of social 
dislocation and threatened 
futures.
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farmers of different sizes continue to diverge and farmers overtly compete 
with each other over land and labour,” they observe.

This trend is further explicated by Birgit Müller in “If They Don’t Farm 
It, They Should Not Own It.” Müller’s multiple conversations with farmers 
in a rural Saskatchewan village reveal a collective distress over the practices 
engendered by absentee corporate landowners. Müller examines the 
loosening of ownership rules and, using census data, quantifies a relatively 
swift progression from mid-sized, locally owned farmland to sprawling 
operations owned by out-of-province corporations, often lacking prior 
experience in agriculture or a sense of mutual aid. “They used to come 
with their sprayers into town to fill up their chemical tanks with water at 
the town water supply. It is the town’s drinking water … they don’t feel any 
responsibility,” says a retired farmer whose land was absorbed by Alberta-
based interests. Where the previous chapter paints a broad picture of the 
breakdown of social solidarity, in Müller’s study we see up close how the 
erosion of trust and cooperation plays out in a rural community.

Ken Rasmussen argues that the unmooring of past economies has in 
fact simply coalesced around new issues and generated new solidarities. 
Rasmussen’s influential 1991 work, Privatizing a Province: The New Right in 
Saskatchewan, co-edited with James Pitsula, described a time, Rasmussen 
writes today, “when it was no exaggeration to suggest that there was a battle 
taking place for the very soul of the province.” That time has passed, he 
observes in “The Suburbanization of Saskatchewan Politics since 1982.” 
Major ideological differences between the province’s two main political 
parties, the Sask Party and the ndp, have been smoothed over by the need 
to capture key swing ridings in the province’s expanding urban suburbs. 
As a result, suburban issues have become default provincial issues, with 
a focus on middle-class pocketbook concerns and stability. The over-
whelming voter choice of the Sask Party as the best equipped to tackle 
these concerns, across several elections, suggests the province is far more 
united than it is divided, Rasmussen concludes.

This presents an interesting challenge to a major premise of this col-
lection; however, subsequent chapters present a picture of who has been 
left outside the social consensus described by Rasmussen. Indigenous 
people, seniors, youth, the disabled and women are among those who 
have suffered greatly on the road to transforming Saskatchewan into 
a land of reduced corporate taxes and privatized public services. Over 
the past three decades, Saskatchewan has been structurally adjusted, 
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subjected to austerity and held hostage to the ratings of the bond markets. 
Problems of transfer pricing, tax evasion and illicit financial flows, and 
policies that favour accumulation by business over social spending have 
left many individuals and communities in a precarious state. In this state, 
the stroke of a budget pen can abruptly change lives for the worse. This 
occurred when the province’s publicly owned, intra-provincial bus service 
was abruptly shuttered in 2017 on the promise that the private sector 
would provide transportation more efficiently. In “Cutting the Lifeline: 
Shuttering the Saskatchewan Transportation Company,” Cindy Hanson 
and JoAnn Jaffe review comments from affected people who volunteered 
their experiences through an online storytelling portal and on the Save 
stc Facebook page. The commenters provide a clear view of who was left 
out of the province’s financial equation: seniors who rode the bus to attend 
medical appointments and visit relatives, small-town business people and 
farmers who relied on package deliveries, Indigenous people who must 
travel outside their communities to receive basic amenities and services, 
people who can’t drive because of physical disabilities and victims of family 
violence for whom the bus is a literal lifeline, taking them away to places 
of safety. “Despite the hardships discussed in the stories, the importance 
of organizing, creating dialogue and documenting the impacts cannot 
be overestimated,” Hanson and Jaffe write. “For many, destroying the bus 
service is equated with tearing apart the social fabric of Saskatchewan.”

Northern communities are part of that torn fabric — and not only in 
the loss of transportation. April ChiefCalf describes an equally sudden 
stroke of the pen that transferred the highly successful, Indigenous-
managed Northern Teacher Education Program (nortep) and Northern 
Professional Access College (norpac) to a provincially managed regional 
college, with little advance warning to students and faculty members. 
The transfer was delivered from on high by Scott Moe, then minister 
of advanced education and now provincial premier. In a chapter aptly 
titled “Divide and Conquer,” ChiefCalf, a former nortep faculty mem-
ber, describes how Moe’s ministerial successor, Bronwyn Eyre, worked 
to play the local nortep Council against Northlands Regional College, 
with student funding falling through the cracks in the process. The loss 
of nortep/norpac was just the latest round in a long history of colonial 
control that has left the North economically marginalized amid great 
natural wealth, subject to ill-informed policy decisions made in Regina 
office towers.
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Claire Polster and Janice Newson also examine the landscape of higher 
education. “A serious problem for progressive people nowadays is that 
neoliberal discourse has become so established, so commonsensical, that 
it is difficult to publicly question, much less challenge it,” they write in 
a chapter about the transformation of universities from being a public 
resource to a market-controlled asset. However, they add: “We can and 
should examine and question what has been done to our universities,” 
offering a succinct Q & A-style counterpoint to the myths of purely 
market-driven higher education. They also note, however, how difficult 
it has become to assert the values of the academy within the current 
political framework. To this we would further add that an atmosphere of 
anti-intellectualism and charges of “political correctness” also play into 
this scenario as a means to delegitimize the ability of those attacked to 
fight back against their dishonouring and undermine intellectuals and 
universities as centres of critique.

Such struggles and counter-struggles are being played out at multiple 
levels across the province. In “Disability Doesn’t Discriminate,” Terri 
Sleeva speaks from the perspective of many years as a disability and public 
transportation activist, representing two intertwined issues stymied by 
neoliberal austerity. One quarter of Saskatchewan residents have some 
form of disability, and the main means of support is a below-poverty-level 
social assistance program, Sleeva writes. Disability is thus intimately tied 
to poverty in a province that cares little for vulnerable populations and 
where popular “bootstrap” discourse belittles those who rely on social 
programs. “The Sask Party likes to download poverty issues to charitable 
community supports such as food banks instead of taking responsibility 
for the lives of residents of Saskatchewan,” observes Sleeva, who then 
provides a succinct list of program critiques and suggestions for a more 
inclusive province.

Cora Sellers rounds out the section by looking at the province from 
multiple angles: BC émigré, Sixties Scoop survivor, Inuit woman, domestic 
violence survivor, parent, former senior bureaucrat, racism target, aca-
demic, service agency director and, primarily, a dedicated activist and 
advocate for people facing deep-seated trauma and urban poverty in the 
middle of Saskatchewan’s capital city. In “Division and Privilege in Our 
Advocacy,” Sellers describes how leaving a government position for a strug-
gling front-line agency opened her eyes to how severely Indigenous people 
had been abused and marginalized by an uncaring society — something 

Exc
erp

t



Spoiled Harvest 15 

she had known intellectually and through personal experience, but not to 
the degree she witnessed every day at the Carmichael Outreach Centre. 
As she struggled from burnout, the experience also opened her eyes to 
the depth of her own trauma as an Indigenous person, hidden beneath 
a carefully constructed professional life. Sellers lays out in clear, searing 
language what truly lies at the heart of a province pulling apart at the 
seams, namely the subjugation and ongoing oppression of Indigenous 
people. Saskatchewan was founded on a fractured ground, where the 
original inhabitants and stewards of the land were removed from their 
territories, removed from their 
families and removed from all 
inherent rights and privileges in a 
settler-dominated society, despite 
the signing of treaties. This sepa-
ration and subjugation remains 
today, not only amid “a sharp 
resurgence of stigma and hate 
toward the poor and oppressed, 
and anyone who advocated for 
them,” writes Sellers, but also 
within the movements meant to 
counter such conditions. In the 
wake of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action, Sellers 
witnessed a surge of “people who were calling themselves allies,” which 
she found equally exhausting, as allies began presuming leadership and 
speaking for Indigenous people. “No wonder I was tired,” writes Sellers, 
an apt segue to Divided’s next section, which looks at abuse of power over 
ordinary peoples’ lives.

POWER PLAYS
Besides the more general market fundamentalism common to so many 
places caught in the grips of the neoliberal restructuring of society and 
economy, the Sask Party has relied on a few ideological themes particular 
to Saskatchewan to cudgel opponents and maintain its political advantage. 
One theme is rooted in an inferiority complex that comes with being 
the “younger sibling” to Alberta31 — a province with over four times the 
gdp and four times the population of Saskatchewan.32 Sask Party lead-
ers consistently speak of a population exodus to Alberta under the ndp, 

Saskatchewan was founded on 
a fractured ground, where the 
original inhabitants and stewards 
of the land were removed from 
their territories, removed from 
their families and removed from 
all inherent rights and privileges 
in a settler-dominated society, 
despite the signing of treaties.
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to the point that it has become a received truth, despite the fact that the 
greatest out-migration took place under Grant Devine’s Conservative 
Party years, then levelled off and recovered under the ndp. The invented 
truth also belies the reality that out-migration has not decreased under 

the Sask Party but rather has been 
backfilled via the Saskatchewan 
Immigrant Nominee Program, 
which has attracted a steady 
stream of newcomers who may 
themselves in time leave the 
province. This Orwellian level of 
“newspeak” mirrors an increas-
ingly Orwellian approach to 
government, where critics are cast 
as traitors and political operatives 

seek to expose and discredit anyone within the public service ranks who 
questions its policies.

In “The Politics of Power,” Bill Bonner highlights the case of health care 
worker Peter Bowden, who spoke publicly about conditions in a senior’s 
care home in Saskatoon. A few weeks later, the premier’s communications 
director sent emails alerting journalists that Bowden had been suspended, 
accompanied by dark hints of impropriety, including “sexual harassment 
for sure.” When reporters chose instead to report on the privacy breach, 
Premier Wall defended his office’s action, stating the email was circulated 
to a select group of journalists “for background only.” Bonner writes, “The 
idea of having background information released in secret to the media 
with the expectation that it be kept secret, as revealed in this case, is deeply 
disturbing for how seemingly normal it has become.”

The sense of being watched and controlled also pervades Tim Korol’s 
chapter on child welfare services, not only among the civil service but also 
among service recipients. Korol is a former police officer and human rights 
investigator who served as an assistant deputy minister of child protec-
tion during the early years of the Wall government. His chapter, “Power 
Beyond Account,” takes an inside look at how an intractable bureaucracy 
suppresses dissent through the ultimate power play: removal of children, 
a process harkening back to the residential schools era.

Andrew Stevens and Charles Smith examine how the Sask Party used 
its majority to rescind important legislative protections for working 

This Orwellian level of “newspeak” 
mirrors an increasingly Orwellian 
approach to government, where 
critics are cast as traitors and 
political operatives seek to expose 
and discredit anyone within 
the public service ranks who 
questions its policies.
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people. “Most of these legal changes came from the inner workings of the 
Saskatchewan Party with almost no consultation with workers, unions and 
against many of the recommendations of numerous business allies,” note 
Stevens and Smith in “The Erosion of Workers’ Rights in Saskatchewan.” 
Although the Wall government’s blatant attack on the public sector’s right 
to strike ironically led to the Supreme Court constitutionalizing the right 
to strike, the loss of other related protections and provisions has trans-
formed Saskatchewan from a labour bedrock to one of the most difficult 
places in Canada for workers to organize. Against this history, the authors 
challenge popular characterizations of the Sask Party government as a 
“moderate right.” Instead, they argue, the Sask Party has used blunt force 
to pave the way for corporate interests that rely on a workforce that has 
greatly reduced bargaining power over wages and working conditions.

In “Who Killed the Public Surgery Centre?” Cheryl Stadnichuk uses 
freedom of information requests and statistical data to uncover the 
intriguing story of how plans for an innovative public initiative were 
buried to make way for a private sector-oriented program that ultimately 
failed to reduce surgical wait times. A similar note is sounded in “What 
Counts as Evidence of Claimed Value?,” Bill Bonner and Morina Rennie’s 
examination of public-private partnerships (P3s). Looking at the Regina 
Bypass project and the Regina Wastewater Treatment Plant, Bonner 
and Rennie describe the process by which inflated risk factors are used 
to obscure the true economy of construction projects and provide 
governments with arguments that P3s are better value for money than 
publicly owned and managed infrastructure. Their study also observed 
how quickly the government would step in to “correct the record” in 
the face of any public criticism of the P3 model, creating the image of a 
seamless connection between government and corporate interests through 
shared talking points.

This symbiotic relationship between political power and capital 
is also evident in a review of uranium mining and development in 
Saskatchewan. In “From Big Bad Wolf to Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing,” 
Don Kossick highlights how Cameco was able to take over public assets 
and avoid taxation with impunity in Saskatchewan, as well as how the 
government has consistently pushed small modular nuclear reactors as 
a ready market for Cameco’s uranium at a time when nuclear plants are 
being decommissioned elsewhere. Kossick’s chapter also introduces the 
concept of purchased social licence, noting Cameco’s donations to the 
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arts and community projects. This phenomenon is not restricted to ura-
nium development. Natural resource companies have come to support 
many services that government used to fund, as seen in the donations 
given by oil and gas companies to small-town recreation centres, fire and 
emergency services and public education.33 As Kossick notes in the case 
of Cameco, social licence is, in essence, a sleight-of-hand that directs the 
attention of Saskatchewan citizens away from problems created by the 
dominant industries of Saskatchewan and casts those who question those 
industries as opponents of the people. Yet still people resist, as described 
in this chapter and in the book’s next section.

A FIGHTING CHANCE
One of the most difficult aspects of the current age is the overwhelming 
scope of issues we face: climate change, global pandemics, militarization, 
environmental degradation, widening inequality and a seemingly unstop-
pable fascist resurgence. The Saskatchewan government has not made 
credible steps to counter any of these trends, despite the perilous edge of 
survival we now travel. Instead, they have aligned themselves wholly with 
narrow market interests and have propagated divisive rhetoric to defend 

the status quo. Thus, the doors to 
a more harmonious, balanced and 
secure future seem wholly closed. 
Yet still people fight to turn his-
tory around.

We do not want to say Divided 
ends on a note of “hope” because 

hope has itself become a media trope that pacifies. Rather, it ends with 
strategy. On numerous fronts, Saskatchewan people have successfully 
countered the Sask Party narrative with alternative narratives and actions. 
“Writing a New Song,” by Joel Bernbaum and Yvette Nolan, reflects back 
on our opening chapter, with an examination of the process of creating 
a community-authored theatre production about the death of Colten 
Boushie. The musical play Reasonable Doubt looked toward creating new 
Indigenous-settler relationships in the wake of the Stanley trial, a process 
that was transformational not just to audiences but also to the operations 
of a mainstream theatre company.

A chapter submitted by the Islamic Circle of North America (icna) 
Sisters Regina also looks at the importance of dialogue, under the title 

The doors to a more harmonious, 
balanced and secure future seem 
wholly closed. Yet still people fight 
to turn history around. 
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“Challenging Hate and Discrimination with Awareness and Dialogue.” 
Followers of Islam face religious discrimination, over-policing and false 
media representations that make them objects of suspicion in Canadian 
society, they write. In response, the Sisters have joined in numerous 
community-service actions and set up booths in shopping malls so that 
they can have the face-to-face conversations that they feel are lacking and 
sorely needed. Florence Stratton’s chapter, “Study War No More,” further 
emphasizes direct conversation and attendance at public events as key 
elements in bringing about an end to military training in high schools. 
Research into the financial costs and incisive questions pricked the bal-
loon of a manufactured consent, contributing to the program’s closure.

“For the Love of Matthew” by Christopher Campbell Gardiner, with 
contributions from Shannon Berard-Gardiner, speaks to a more personal 
battlefront, in this case the quest to continue caring for a profoundly 
disabled foster child who had “aged out” of social service assistance. 
The chapter brings life to Tim Korol’s previous observations of the child 
welfare system, portraying a recalcitrant bureaucracy that did not like to 
be challenged in its decision to move the young man to a group home 
that could not offer the same level of one-on-one care as a family home. 
Matthew’s foster parents used legislation to gain traction, aided by high-
profile media coverage and the gathering of thousands of supporters 
through social media.

The final two chapters of Divided focus on no less than planetary 
survival and the role Saskatchewan can play in mitigating a climate crisis. 
Katie Doke Sawatzky meticulously tracks the loss of Prairie grasslands 
in “It’s Time to Save the Prairie.” Grasslands have tremendous potential 
as carbon sinks, she notes. While examining the role of commonly held 
pasturelands in grasslands preservation, she shares the story of a rural 
couple’s struggles to turn cropland into a semblance of native prairie, 
knowing the original version can never be fully restored.

The final chapter is penned by student Sydney Chadwick. Its title — 
“We Want a Future” — is a cry for sanity in a troubled world. Reflecting 
on her experience as a Fridays for Future high school activist living in a 
small town, she writes, “Fighting for climate change has become incred-
ibly politicized, which is inevitable, but ultimately it must be a matter 
of science, not opinion.” In that light, Chadwick describes how she set 
about to learn the science and to listen to those who fear job loss. “I have 
family who have worked in the oil industry for decades; they are not the 
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problem and are not who we are fighting against,” she states. She and 
her generation imagine a future where they can enjoy the benefits of a 
healthy planet. “Maybe it is selfish, but I want a future. I am entitled to 
that,” she concludes. This statement leaves a heavy burden on us all to 
end our current state of polarization and to work in solidarity toward a 
common future.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
In the last several years, cracks in the colonial paradigm have brought 
forward a reassertion of Indigenous sovereignty. Through round dances 
in the streets and teepees on the lawns of power, Saskatchewan’s origi-
nal inhabitants are forcing conversations long suppressed and, in many 
cases, still suppressed. Premier Moe’s refusal to visit the teepee of Tristen 
Durocher, who had walked from Air Ronge to protest the lack of action 
on suicide in the North, contrasted with the positive public reception, 
media coverage and legal support that Durocher’s hunger strike gained 
over forty-four days in 2020. The neoliberal paradigm is likewise cracking, 
as governments and corporations have “burnt the furniture,” “eaten the 
seedcorn” or “drawn down the principal” to the point where they can no 
longer rely on using these reserves to keep things going. That initial flush 
of good fortune, where the Sask Party government was able to rely on 
previous investments without making new ones, made it look as though 
prosperity could continue without taxation and public outlays, thereby 
undermining both society and ecology. In the case of environmental 
issues, powerful technologies can temporarily mask the degradation that 
emerges in these contexts, but it is more difficult to do so with people. 
The people of Saskatchewan have serious choices to make about their 
future, including whether we will stand together or continue to allow 
short-sighted political games to drive us apart.

In closing, we thank the chapter authors who so generously contributed 
their thoughts, time and toil to creating this collection. We have no words 
to fully express the depth of our gratitude and the importance of your 
work to Saskatchewan’s future.
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