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Preface 
UNDERSTANDING CONTRADICTIONS

How is it that the province of Saskatchewan (SK) that brought Medi-
care to Canada became one of the world’s largest exporters of the toxic and 
radioactive element uranium, used in both nuclear weapons and nuclear 
power plants? And how did it come to have Canada’s highest per capita 
carbon footprint, even higher than Alberta? How is it that SK, the first 
province to pass a Bill of Rights, even before the UN Declaration on Hu-
man Rights, ended up with among the highest rates of incarceration of 
indigenous people and of domestic homicide in the country? And, how is it 
that a province with the person voted the “greatest Canadian” in a CBC poll 
in 2004, past Premier Tommy Douglas, and once seen as having the first 
“socialist” government in North America, ended up with such a popular 
“open for business premier”, Brad Wall?

These are not rhetorical questions; they are important historical ques-
tions. And it is necessary to interrogate them if we are to ever achieve 
the depth of understanding required to be able to envisage progressive 
change. 

For me, they are also deeply personal questions. Prior to the SK CCF 
victory in 1944 my family lived in Calgary, where my father worked with 
the Calgary Stampede. My family moved back to SK so my father could 
take work in the Adult Education Division under the new CCF govern-
ment. He became one of the grass-roots pioneers of Medicare, a founder 
of the Community Clinics; he was once NDP Party Secretary, a member 
of the CCF’s Royal Commission on Agriculture and Rural Life (RCARL) and 
Centre for Community Studies before going to work with the United Nations 

Development Program (UNDP). He was an exemplary public servant.
I grew up in the CCF Youth; there was a CCF or NDP government in 

power in SK through all my formative years. It seemed like the “natural” 
state of government. I was one of Tommy Douglas’s drivers; he often had 
drivers because he had a reputation for pushing the accelerator down as his 
conversations speeded up. I attended the founding convention of the NDP 
in Ottawa in 1961 and later became president of the SK New Democratic 
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Youth. I was a youth delegate on the Federal Council.1 I ran for Parliament 
for the NDP in a Saskatoon by-election when I was a 23-year old university 
student. I did graduate work on northern SK at the CCF-created Centre for 

Community Studies at the University of SK.2 I returned to SK from Ontario 
in 1977 to take up a position as director of Sask Health’s addiction research 
branch, so I saw the Blakeney government from the inside.

And the Alberta connection remained. In my activist youth, I often 
returned to Alberta to attend summer political workshops at the Banff 
Centre. These were formative experiences for me. That is where I first 
heard about CCF-pioneer William Irvine and heard University of Alberta 
philosophy professor Anthony Mardiros speak.3 That is also where I heard 
Canada’s-own C.B. MacPherson speak, which had a profound effect on my 
evolving consciousness.4 That is where I met Grant Notley, the father of 
Alberta’s first NDP premier, Rachel Notley. More recently, since retiring, I 
have worked with Alberta environmental groups to oppose nuclear power 
plants in the Peace River area.

In retrospect, it may seem ironic that though the CCF was in power in 
SK for decades, while being marginalized in the emerging Petrol State in 
Alberta, that I travelled to Alberta for these kinds of life-changing educa-
tional experiences. I am confident that, with an NDP government now in 
power in Alberta, but the NDP presently marginalized in SK, this Calgary 
conference on Social Democracy and the Left, will still meet this standard. 
Having the first plenary session of this conference in the old Veterans’ 
(now Legion) Hall in downtown Calgary, where the CCF was born in 
19325, surpassed all my expectations.

1 I resigned after the council, with high-profile members Tommy Douglas, David Lewis, 
Andrew Brewan and George Cadbury, voted down a motion to oppose the U.S. intervention 
in Vietnam. The NDP brass were slow to realize that this war was primarily about colonialism 
and nationalism and not about the Cold War with the Soviet Union.
2 Creating this Centre was one of the recommendations of SK’s 1956 Royal Commission on 

Agriculture and Rural Life (RCARL).

3 Anthony Mardiros, William Irvine: The Life of a Prairie Radical. Loriner (1979). 
4 C.B. MacPherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism (1962). 
5 This Calgary meeting preceded the 1933 meeting in Regina, where the Manifesto was ad-
opted.
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Our Changing Political 
Culture

These questions evoke many levels of inquiry. Questions could 
be explored by historians, political economists, cultural analysts, and most 
certainly, prairie and boreal ecologists. We could explore how the settler 
social gospel emerged and shaped the CCF vision of the “Commonwealth”, 
or how the economic base in SK, from mining the soil to extracting non-
renewables, has shaped the collective consciousness on both the political 
left and right. We could explore why it is taking SK social democracy so 
long to realize the ecological implications of resource-extraction capital-
ism. 

I encourage others to explore aspects of this important intellectual 
work.

ELECTION RESULTS:
I will restrict myself to looking, in general terms, at SK’s changing po-

litical culture. I will do this by looking at election outcomes, shifts in social 
structure and economy, especially involving non-renewable resource ex-
ports, and then by doing critical, comparative policy and budgetary analy-
sis.

There have been 28 SK elections since the province formed in 1905. 
The two most important ones, in terms of understanding where we are 
today, were in 1944 and 2007. In the first, the CCF won a landslide victory, 
in the second the Sask Party did the same thing. 

THE CCF COMES TO POWER:
In 1944, the CCF won 53% of the vote and 47 of 52 seats. The Liber-

als got only 5 seats with 35% of the vote and the Progressive Conservatives 
(PCs) got no seats with 11%. The Cooperative Commonwealth, or as I now 
call it, the settler social gospel party led by Tommy Douglas, lasted five 

one
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terms, until just after the bitter struggle which brought Medicare to SK and 
Canada. Before that, in 1961, Douglas had left SK to lead the newly found-
ed NDP. Woodrow Lloyd was NDP Premier during this struggle, which 
ended up with a watered-down version of the initial universal healthcare 
plan6. 

In 1964, the Liberals under Ross 
Thatcher slipped into power with 40% 
of the vote, winning 32 of the 58 seats. 
The NDP maintained a strong base, 
also getting 40%, though only 25 seats. 
The PC party got 19% of the vote but 
no seats. This election showed that the 
same first-past-the-post system that 
could elect the CCF or NDP could also 
defeat it, depending on how the three-
party vote split.

6 For example, it maintained the fee-for-service system rather than going to an inter-pro-
fessional, salaried clinic model.  See J. Harding, Unsung Heroes in the Medicare Struggle (2010). 
Posted at: crowsnestecology.wordpress.com. Goggle “Jim Harding Saskatchewan” for this and 
other writings.

Woodrow Lloyd and Tommy 

Douglas during the medicare 

battle.

Ross Thatcher
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THE BLAKENEY VICTORY IN 1971:
The Thatcher Liberals lasted two terms and then they were convinc-

ingly ousted in 1971. Under Allan Blakeney the NDP came to power with 
55% of the vote and 45 of the 60 seats. The Liberals, however, held on 
to 43% of the vote but got only 15 seats, while PC support collapsed to 2%. 
The 1971 NDP victory looked as solid as when the CCF first won in 1944, 
but SK politics was already moving towards a more polarized two-party 
system. This time the two-party polarization worked for the social demo-
crats, but political ideology was starting to make a significant shift. This 
was when neo-liberalism started its ascendency across the globe.

The Blakeney NDP lasted three terms. This is the period when SK 

social democracy most intervened in the economy, becoming directly 
involved in expanding the non-renewable resource industry. Sask Oil was 
created in 1973, the SK Mining and Development Corporation (SMDC) in 
1974 and in 1975 the Potash Corporation was created. Some may be tempted 
to call this SK’s “socialist golden age”, but I’ll show the fundamental limita-
tions of such a view.

In 1982, the Blakeney NDP was defeated by as big a margin as elected 
it. The PC party under Grant Devine got 54% of the vote and 55 of the 64 

seats. Though the NDP maintained 38% of the vote, the party was reduced 
to a record low of 9 seats. Several independent candidates also ran, which 
was a sign that SK’s political culture was starting to fragment over such 
matters as environmental protection and energy policy, Aboriginal rights 
and western Canadian separatism. I ran as an independent “left green” can-
didate in Regina-Victoria as a way to raise issues about energy and envi-
ronment. Doing door-to-door canvassing I could tell that the NDP was in 
trouble, but because Blakeney still had reasonably high personal leadership 
ratings, the party was not prepared for what was about to happen.

The Devine government privatized two of the resource crowns estab-
lished by the Blakeney NDP. Working with the federal Mulroney gov-
ernment in 1988, the SMDC and Eldorado Nuclear were combined to form 
Cameco, which immediately became one of the world’s largest uranium 
corporations.7 The Conservative government then set out to launch a pub-
lic-private small nuclear reactor industry (the Candu 38), which was effec-
tively opposed by a non-nuclear coalition that had first emerged to oppose 
Blakeney’s pro-nuclear policies during the late 1970s.9 Then in 1989, the 
7 Cameco is presently facing serious problems including being behind in its taxes and penal-
ties by an estimated $1.5 billion. See discussion below.
8 See Drawing the Line, J. Harding, Canada’s Deadly Secret: SK Uranium and the Global Nuclear 

System (Fernwood, 2007), Chapter 9, pp. 109-121.
9 The emergence and growth of this coalition is chronicled in my Canada’s Deadly Secret 
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Potash Corporation was publicly traded and it was sold off the next year; it 
remained SK-based in name only. 

While pursuing its neo-liberal mission of privatization, along with de-
regulation and “free” trade, the heavily rural-dependent Devine govern-
ment also expanded rural hospitals, which contributed to leaving SK with 
its largest debt ever.

In 1987 Roy Romanow took over NDP leadership and the party was 
elected in 1991, again, after only two terms out of power. Defending the 
utilities against further privatization was the lightning rod issue and the 
NDP got 51% of the vote and 55 of 64 seats. The PC party got only 25% 
of the vote and was reduced to 10 seats. The Liberal Party vote went back 
up to 23% but it got only 1 seat. The Conservative Party was now widely 
discredited as being corrupt and discussions were soon to start about unit-

ing the right under a new label. 
The Romanow NDP inherited a $15 billion-dollar debt and made fis-

cal management its priority. I was part of a delegation of University of 
Regina social policy researchers and SK human service organizations who 
met with Minister of Finance Janice MacKinnon to encourage the new 
NDP government to also embrace a Social Audit and Environmental Au-
dit, but this was rejected outright. Instead, Romanow talked of the impor-
tance of wealth creation, rather than wealth distribution, and the cabinet 
quickly reversed party policy and approved a whole new rash of privately 
owned and operated uranium mines. It also signed a Memorandum of Un-
derstanding (MOU) to relocate Atomic Energy of Canada (AECL) staff from 
Ontario to SK. In 1994, it sold off more government shares in Cameco; all 
shares were sold by 2002.10 In 1996, the Romanow NDP sold off Sask Oil 
to Wascana Energy and later abolished the Conservation Branch of the 
government. See discussion below.

Romanow was starting to use neo-liberal language that came to be 
known as “New Labour” under Britain’s Tony Blair. Traditional concerns 
about social and economic justice began to be sidelined by an emphasis on 
the role of government in enabling corporate economic growth.11 Most 
significant, with its fiscal conservative mindset, the NDP closed down a 
rash of rural hospitals that had previously been built on debt, which proved 
to be the death knell of the NDP in rural areas. Had the Romanow NDP 
had a bold, progressive program, it might have reorganized these facilities 
(Fernwood, 2007).
10 This is all discussed in depth in Dark Side of Nuclear Politics, Chapter 14, Canada’s Deadly 

Secret (Fernwood, 2007), especially pp. 179-84.
11 It is important to put this provincial shift into a global economic perspective. For help see 
Wolfgang Streeck, How Will Capitalism End? (Verso, 2016).
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so that health, education and municipal services were all operated within 
coterminous counties, as discussed by the RCARL back in 1956. But by the 
1990s the SK NDP had mostly succumb to neo-liberal thinking. Romanow 
preferred constitutional affairs where he played a significant role over his 
career.12

THE SK PARTY FORMS:
In 1997, the Sask Party was formed and 4 PC and 4 Liberal MLAs unit-

ed to form its caucus in the Legislature. The PC members were Bill Boyd, 
Dan D’Autremont, Ben Heppner and Don Toth; the Liberals were Bob 
Bjornerud, June Draude, Rod Gantefoer and Ken Krawetz. 

Tracing the political career of founder, Bill Boyd, provides 
in a nutshell the ways and means of the Sask Party. As Min-
ister of the Economy, Boyd was instrumental in pushing for 
nuclear power, industrializing the use of water, and facilitat-
ing more Chinese control of our natural resources. He left 
politics in 2017 under duress and facing public disgrace for 
all his maneuverings.13 While Brad Wall has tried to distance 
himself from Boyd, it was Wall that appointed Boyd and pro-
tected his power as Super-Minister of the Economy.

Meanwhile, electoral support for the middle-of-the-road Romanow 
NDP continued to slip. In 1999, the NDP got 39% of the vote and elected 
29 of 58 seats. The newly-formed Sask Party got 40% of the vote and 25 
seats. The Liberals, however, got 20% of the vote and won 4 seats and the 
Romanow NDP was only able to maintain power by forming a coalition 
with the Liberals. In November 2000 three Liberal MLAs joined the first 
coalition government in SK’s history; two went into cabinet and the other 
became Speaker.14

United Church minister Lorne Calvert replaced Roy Romanow as NDP 
leader in 2001. Romanow went on to head the federal Liberal Govern-

12 Romanow played an important role in negotiating the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. 
See J. Harding, Taking Back Canada: Ending Harper’s Rule and Reviving Our Progressive Traditions 
(Crows Nest Publishers, 2016), Part 1.
13 See Geoff Leo, “The GTH land deal you’ve never heard of – and Bill Boyd won’t talk about it”, 
CBC, Oct. 18, 2016; and “Irrigation equipment from Chinese immigration scheme would water land 

farmed by Bill Boyd”, CBC, Aug. 24, 2017.
14 Romanow was a member of the Liberal Party when he was a law student at the Uni-
versity of SK. One Liberal member who crossed the floor was Ron Osika, who went on to 
become mayor of Fort Qu’Appelle, where I have been active. See the QVEA’s 2017 Public 

Interest Working Paper for some background on Osika’s role in crown land sales and lack of 
environmental protection in land uses in the town. See QVEA.ca.
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ment’s Royal Commission on Medicare. In the 2003 election we began to see 
a major shift taking place in SK politics. A middle-of-the-road social gospel 
politician, Calvert was barely able to hold power. While the NDP won 45% 
of the vote it got only 30 of the 58 seats. In contrast, the Sask Party held 
its 1999 vote, at 40%, but its seats went up to 28. The Liberal vote fell to 
14%, with no seats. 

The split in the vote and fight to preserve public utilities helped the 
Calvert NDP stay in power, but this was not going to be a viable “strategy”; 
the writing was on the wall.15 Calvert’s NDP remained on the defensive, 
with no coherent vision of the future. It belatedly dabbled in sustainable 
agriculture and renewable energy, and did get one wind farm going. But 
it also invested heavily in “clean coal” (carbon capture) and promoted a 
uranium refinery, as had been done by the Blakeney NDP. Had this project 
gone ahead it would have increased the pressure to build nuclear power 
plants in the province, even though this was opposed by NDP convention 
policy. The Calvert NDP’s coal and uranium policies were quickly taken up 
by the Sask Party. Offering a little for everyone, the Calvert NDP seemed 
to just slip away.

After barely losing the 2003 election, under the leadership of Elwin 
Hermanson, the Sask Party tried to change its reputation as wanting to 
privatize all the utilities. Under new leader Brad Wall, it promised not to 
privatize any utilities without a referendum,16 which helped it to break 
through electorally in 2007, when it got 51% of the vote and won 38 of 59 

seats. The NDP vote went down to 37% but it held 20 seats. The Liberal 
vote went down further, to 9%, with no seats. The Sask Party neo-liberal 
strategy of uniting the right and using government to facilitate corporate 
growth, which came long before Harper did this at a federal level, had paid 
off. The NDP had shown no ability to reinvent or fundamentally distin-
guish itself during this period of electoral decline. 

The Sask Party immediately pursued a pro-nuclear strategy, launch-
ing the Uranium Development Partnership with industry in 2009.17  Like the 
Blakeney NDP before it18, the Sask Party wanted value-added uranium de-
15 I am still planning a booklet entitled SK, Up Against the Wall: 2016-2020.
16 In 2017 the Sask Party government passed legislation allowing it to privatize up to 49% 
of any utility without a referendum. Some private discussions occurred about Sask Tel and 
SK Government Insurance (SGI) but public reaction caused Wall to rescind this aspect of the 
legislation before he left.
17 See J. Harding, “What’s Wrong with the UDP Report (Climate Change, Environmental 
Health, Proliferation and Saskatchewan’s Energy Future)”, Moving Towards Sustainability Se-

ries # 2, Crows Nest Publishers, June 2009.
18 The Blakeney NDP tried to get a uranium refinery at Warman and had plans to build 
nuclear power plants which it abandoned prior to the 1982 election due to the growing influ-
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velopment and nuclear power plants, but it also supported a nuclear waste 
dump in the north. A non-partisan, grass-roots, non-nuclear movement, 
that lay dormant since the Devine government, challenged and defeated 
this initiative.19 Clean Green SK and the newly formed, northern-based 
Committee for Future Generations played key roles in networking and 
organizing. For the most part, the SK NDP, though not necessarily grass-
roots party supporters, stayed on the sidelines.

The biggest political shift occurred in 2011 when the Sask Party got 
64% of the vote and won 49 of the 58 seats. This was a record high for 

any party in SK’s electoral history. The NDP vote went down to half 
of that, 32% support, and only 9 seats, the same historic low they received 
in 1982. The new NDP leader, Dwain Lingenfelter, who in 2009 had come 
back to SK from an oil executive job in Alberta, lost his seat. The Liberal 
vote all but collapsed and the Greens remained at only 2%. Saskatchewan 
now seemed a little more like its neighbour, Alberta, which had been a 
“one-party” Petrol State for decades.

The strategy of polarization worked again in 2016. Unlike the Thatcher 
Liberals and Devine Conservatives, who got only two terms in power, the 
Sask Party, with popular leader Brad Wall, won a third term. Some re-
ferred to the start of a “Wall dynasty”.20 

The Sask Party received 62% of the vote and got 51 of 61 seats. It did 
this without revealing the state of the economy or bringing down a budget, 
which we’ll see below, was a strategic decision. The NDP vote dropped 
further, to an all-time low of 30%, and it won only 10 seats. Even with 
growing public discontent on many fronts, the NDP could not or would 
not articulate an alternative, progressive platform. Even though SK had 
the highest carbon footprint in all of Canada, and among the highest in the 
world, NDP candidates were told not to talk about “carbon”. As happened 
in 2011, the middle-of-the-road NDP leader, Cam Broten, lost his seat. 

Clearly, steadily replacing its leaders was not going to bring 
the NDP back into government. Since 2000 the SK NDP has 
had Romanow, Calvert, Lingenfelter and Broten as leaders 
and in 2017-18 it again entered a leadership race. Ryan Meili 

ence of the non-nuclear movement. See Government Disinformation Campaign, Canada’s 

Deadly Secret, op. cit., Chapter 2, pp.36-43. 
19 See J. Harding, “Why Saskatchewan Should Ban Nuclear Wastes”, and” What’s the Al-
ternative to Nuclear Colonialism in the North”, Moving Towards Sustainability Series # 4 and 5, 
Crows Nest Publishers, June 2010 and August 2011.
20 Leader Post columnist Murray Mandryk prematurely used this phrase after the SK Party’s 
huge 2016 victory. Wall had resigned a little over a year later.
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will run again, as he did when he was barely defeated by 
Broten. If he defeats the more mainstream candidate, Trent 
Wotherspoon, will he be able to break from the neo-liberal 
mould? His “bold new vision” includes a “healthy economy”, 
but what would that look like, after Wall has left SK with a 
$12 billion-dollar net debt and an economy even more de-
pendent on the export of oil and other non-renewables, with 
most exports going to the U.S. NAFTA market.21 Changing 
economic direction will require transformational politics.

SK has come a long way. It has produced a social gospel settler party, that 
achieved universal healthcare, a benefit for all Canadians. It has produced 
an economic interventionist “labour-like party”, which, we will see, did 

not achieve its intended fiscal outcomes, but rather, gave a new footing to 
the toxic and troubled uranium and nuclear industry. It also strengthened 
the fossil-fuel industry, which was now second only to Alberta in its export 
wealth. SK went on to produce a neo-liberal version of social democracy, 
that laid some of the ground for the Sask Party “dynasty” to take root. 

In 2017, with Sask Party support declining in the polls, and Wall re-
signing as Premier, the burning question is: can a progressive alternative 
be created to challenge the dominance of the Sask Party? And what would 
it look like? And is the SK NDP up to the challenge? Will the SK NDP go 
on defending its partisan record or can it reframe the province’s challenges 
and start to map out a progressive way forward?

21 In 2014, $22 billion of the $36 billion in exports went to the U.S. Over half of the $36 
billion was for crude oil and potash. See Section 5 below.
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Structure

Before attempting any answers, we need to explore how SK has 
changed from the time of the 1944 electoral victory of the CCF to the 
emergence of the SK Party after 1997. I will investigate how these changes 
have been built into the political narratives of SK’s dominant parties.

In 1905, SK’s population was 85% rural. In 1931, when SK’s population 
was the third largest in Canada, two-thirds still lived in rural areas, often 
in ethnic-bloc settlements.22 By 1971, when the Blakeney NDP was elected, 
the urban shift was evident, with over one half already living in towns and 
cities. By 2016, when the Sask Party government started its third term, 66% 
lived in the province’s two big cities, Saskatoon and Regina. If you add in 
the towns, 80% of SK’s population was living in urban areas, a mir-

ror opposite of 1905. 
After the abolition of the Pass Laws and Residential Schools, and the 

desegregation after decades of oppression under the Indian Act, there was 
also a steady urbanization of the growing indigenous population. By 2001, 
47% of First Nations residents already lived in urban areas, while 36% still 
lived on Reserves. This trend continues.   

THE SK CENSUS:
The SK census from 1986-2016 tells the story. The overall SK popula-

tion has remained fairly stable, just over 1,000,000. However, there have 
been marked changes in where and how people live. The number of 
people living in cities, in First Nation communities and in Resort Villages 
all grew. Meanwhile, the number living in Rural Municipalities (RMs), 
towns and villages steadily declined. 

Saskatoon grew from 177,644 to 245,316 and Regina grew from 175,064 
to 215,106. Those living in First Nation communities doubled from 28,016 
22 The impact of the Great Depression on these settler communities helped sow the seeds 
of the CCF.

two
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in 1986 to 56,050 in 2016. Meanwhile, as the indigenous population grew 
faster than the overall population (the Aboriginal baby boom), the number 
of indigenous people in urban areas also grew. And, though small in num-
bers, the people living in Resort Villages grew from 1,285 in 1986 to 4,721 
in 2016. This may reflect the growth in retirees staying in the province.

Meanwhile rural depopulation continued. The people living in RMs 
went from 231,119 in 1986 to 176,535 in 2016, a drop of 24 %. The only 
RMs that bucked this trend and showed low growth between 2006-2011 
were near the big cities, Saskatoon or Regina, or near resource extraction 
areas around Weyburn or Swift Current. Those living in towns went from 
158,786 down to 147,717 and those living in villages went from 58,998 
down to 42,587.

To put this in perspective, by 2016 more people lived in First Nation 
communities than in all of the villages in the province. By 2016 the resi-
dents in all RMs were down to what one of the big city populations was 
thirty years before. Though still somewhat rural and conservative in its 
political mentality, SK has been transformed, and has some political 

catching up to do.

Based on my experience, the political culture in SK towns remains rural, 
though not agricultural. Many settler people are conservative and individ-
ualistic and there has been a growth in the libertarian and property rights 
ideology. Meanwhile the indigenous population is growing throughout 
both urban and rural SK. The NDP clearly needs to fundamentally rethink 
its approach to rural politics, which may be easier after the Sask Party hit 
rural services so hard in its 2016-17 budget. 

The SK Party totally abolished the SK Transportation Com-
pany (STC), cut funds to libraries, and shifted more of the 
tax burden from corporations to lower income earners. It 
also off-loaded more responsibilities and costs to local gov-
ernments.  After protests, the government finally reversed 
its cuts to libraries, which only cost $4 million, a pittance 
when the growth in the net debt is taken into account. See 
Graph 2 below.

POLITICAL NARRATIVES:
There is some irony in all this. As SK became more urbanized it has 

also been electing more Sask Party governments. This, in spite of the rural, 
conservative roots of the Sask Party and the NDP replacing the CCF to be 
a more urban-labour oriented party. 
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The SK Party has, however, been more successful than the 
NDP in building these rural-to-urban changes into its politi-
cal narrative. It has made SK’s population growth part of its 
pro-business, anti-NDP discourse. The province’s popula-
tion was dropping until 2006, the year before the SK Party 
took power. Then SK reached its highest population ever, in 
2009, after the SK Party was in power.23 However, to be accu-
rate, SK’s population has hovered around one million since 
1986, before the Sask Party even existed, and it was barely 
larger in 2016 than 30 years before.

The drivers of population are the natural rate of growth, interprovin-
cial movement and immigration. And SK’s population has remained fairly 
stable because immigration and inter-provincial movement have compen-
sated for the smaller families and decline in the natural rate of growth. 
Indigenous population growth is also responsible for some of the overall 
growth. This contributes to SK having a younger population than Canada 
as a whole. In 2016, there were more youth than seniors and more 

millennials than baby boomers in SK. Whether this relative youth-

fulness will contribute to a progressive turn in provincial politics 

is not yet clear, but it should be considered, especially regarding the 

growth of indigenous youth seeking decolonization and social jus-

tice.

Because of the persistence of neo-colonial practices, indigenous people 
are much more likely to end up in the urban poor and precariat. Also, Sask 
Party labour training policies clearly see the Aboriginal baby boom as a 
complement to temporary foreign workers and a cheap labour pool for the 
resource industries. The uranium corporation Cameco has tried to exploit 
this trend in the north. 

“Population” has clearly been made part of the SK Party’s political suc-
cess story. The decline of population until 2006 was said to be a result of 
out-migration of youth who couldn’t get work in the province. This was 
blamed on NDP “anti-business” policies. Meanwhile farm sizes were steadi-
ly increasing and the number of family farms was dramatically shrinking. 
And the highly capital-intensive resource industry was not expanding the 
job market at anywhere near the rate that the population of young people 
was growing. With the Aboriginal baby boom and the overall movement 
to the cities, many more youth were destined to end up in the precarious 
service industry.

23 SK Trends Monitor, May 21, 2012
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The SK social structure has dramatically changed from when the 

CCF was elected in 1944 to when the SK Party became government in 
2007. Urbanization has resulted from rural depopulation and the growth 
and movement of indigenous people to the cities. The massive displace-
ment of indigenous peoples from their traditional cultural practices by 
prairie agricultural settlement resulted in among the highest rates of pov-
erty among indigenous people, anywhere in Canada. With the breakdown 
of the system of segregation of indigenous people, and the movement to 
urban areas, especially since the late-1960s, there has also been a heighten-
ing of racialized politics. Inner-city tensions and racialized police practices 
escalated in the 1980s. Some of us in the School of Human Justice at the 
University of Regina, working with people at the Regina Friendship Cen-
tre and Legal Aid, lobbied successfully in 1980-81 for the Regina Inquiry 
into Police Practices, especially the brutal use of police dogs. Because of the 
abusive treatment of some urbanizing indigenous people, SK was called 
“Alabama North” in some media coverage at the time.

There has also been a steady growth in the suburbs, and going hand-
in-hand with this, the expansion of the big-box store consumer culture, 
especially in Regina and Saskatoon. And we know that suburban families 
can become heavily debt-ridden, with stressful conflicts between work and 
home. This can make people more susceptible to the politics of fear, blame 
and even scapegoating. And covert, settler “white supremacy” does persist 
and sometimes shows its ugly face in SK. 

Overall the rural prairies harbour more prejudicial attitudes than in 
Canada as a whole24. Consequently, they continued to elect many Harper-
oriented Conservative MPs in the 2015 federal election. And it came as 
no big surprise that social conservative Andrew Scheer, who has steadily 
played the politics of fear as MP from Regina-Qu’Appelle, replaced Harper 
as Conservative Party leader. 

It is hard to know which way things are going. While there 
are now three generations of indigenous families integrat-
ing into SK cities, intercultural, colonial-based hostilities 
may be deepening in rural areas. At the March 2017, SK 
Association of Rural Municipalities (SARM) Convention, a 
motion for SK to adopt U.S.-style “stand your ground” leg-
islation was supported by 93% of the delegates. This came 
in the wake of a farmer, Gerald Stanley, being charged with 

24 See, for example, CBC, People on the Prairies Less Tolerant, Nov. 12, 2014. This poll found 
“No other region scored as low as Prairies.”
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second degree murder in August 2016, after killing Colten 
Boushie, a young First Nations man who drove into the farm 
driveway.

The “racism” in SK is much more complex than shifting settlement pat-
terns. It cannot be fundamentally understood through partisan politics or 
political correctness. Settler politics that had a progressive populist tone 
in the years of the CCF, occurred while colonial segregation was rigidly in 
place. Settler politics has now taken on a more conservative, individualistic 
tone, more like in Alberta. The shift from rural agricultural communities 
to a more urban resource economy is part of this, which may help explain 
the seeming paradox that Sask Party support has, so far, grown with SK’s 
urbanization.

Traditional CCF support bridged rural and urban areas when the so-
cial organization and settlement patterns encouraged more communitar-
ian, province-building approaches. Sask Party support, like the previous 
Reform Party support nationally, expanded from rural to more suburban 
areas which still had mostly rural values. Meanwhile SK NDP support has 
been shrinking to the inner cities and the north. While the NDP has most-
ly floundered from one election to another, the SK Party has become the 
mainstream party and the present voice of SK as a “have province”. Can the 
narrative shift to SK being a place for inclusivity and ecological sustain-
ability? Can the SK NDP “grow up” to become the party to help move SK 
forward?
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Progressive  

Social Democracy

A clear understanding of how the economy is changing is re-
quired to be able to create progressive policy objectives that can meet our 
challenges. One-dimensional, partisan ideology is not going to be helpful 
in this pursuit.

While the CCF-NDP was building a provincial utility infrastructure 
and moving towards universal healthcare, the SK economy was under-
going a profound shift. From 1949, when Douglas was premier, to 1979, 
when Blakeney was Premier, agriculture went from 70% to only 40% 

of the total value of provincial production. Meanwhile mineral, non-
renewables went from only 6% to 25%. When Blakeney took power in 
1971, minerals already accounted for 20% of the total and this sector was 
growing fast.

The Blakeney NDP government was a de-
fining period for this shift. Had resource devel-
opment and revenue been handled differently, 
and progressive policies pursued, the prov-

ince might be in a very different place to-

day. In retrospect, the neo-liberal policies that 
began to be pursued by NDP governments dur-
ing this economic transition from agriculture 
to mineral resources helped lay the ground for 
the emergence of the Sask Party “dynasty” that 
has been in power since 2007. Both the Grant 
Devine Conservatives and the Romanow NDP 
played roles in this transition, in what might, 
in retrospect, be called a unity of opposites.Allan Blakeney

three
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Blakeney and his cadre of technocratic deputy ministers understood 
that minerals were becoming more important to the provincial economy. 
They should be given due credit for that. But they primarily had fiscal 

policies, not multi-faceted, socially-transformative ones, that could have 
started to lay the foundations for SK to decolonize, and move towards 
being a more equalitarian and ecologically-sustainable place to live. In a 
nutshell, the pursuit of justice was surpassed by the pursuit of capital ac-
cumulation or economic growth.

Blakeney had come to SK from Nova Scotia as a bureaucrat, and worked 
in the Crowns and Treasury Board prior to entering politics, becoming a 
cabinet minister, party leader and then Premier.  A fiscally-oriented pre-
mier may have seemed like the right person for the challenges that faced 
the province at the time but, in retrospect, it didn’t work out.  

Blakeney moved quickly to develop Crown corporations as a means 
to influence the growing mineral resource economy. Sask Oil, SMDC and 

Potash Corp were launched from 1973-75. The strategy was to diversify and 
stabilize revenues obtained from the globalizing mineral resource market 
to better cover the growing costs of public services, especially healthcare. 
Uranium, in particular, was seen as a growing global commodity 

market which, it was alleged, could bring billions in revenue, in addition 
to that coming from oil and potash. This was considered vital because fiscal 
transfers from the federal government were becoming less secure. It was 
considered imperative to diversify revenues if SK social democracy was to 
expand, for example, to have universal dental, pharmaceutical and daycare 
programs.

For some this seemed visionary; to others it was a zero-sum game. Ei-
ther way, these were heady, divisive times. This period challenged social-
ists, social democrats and liberals alike to clarify their assumptions about 
transformative change. The Waffle was becoming a thorn in the side of the 
mainstream NDP. A version of the Green Party with concerns about the 
limits to growth, climate change and nuclear proliferation, was emerging. 
Feminist and indigenous organizations were reframing what the pursuit 
of justice meant. I remember well having intense arguments in the early 
1980s with SK Federation of Labour (SFL) officials about the government-
owned SMDC funding the expansion of uranium mining. They supported 
this policy because it was occurring under public ownership. They mostly 
saw jobs and revenue and not much more. Some members of the Waffle, 
who were also slow to fathom the ecological crisis, initially held a similar 
economistic position.25 If the government did it, it must be better! 
25 The publication Next Year Country carried some debates about this.
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Over this period, I worked with the Regina Group for a 
Non-Nuclear Society (RGNNS), Regina Committee for World 
Development (RCWD), the Ecology Alliance, Internation-
al Uranium Congress, and later Clean Green; and in the 
Fort Qu’Appelle area, with Kairos and the recently formed 
Qu’Appelle Valley Environmental Association (QVEA). All 
these groups tried to nurture a uniquely “progressive green” 
vision and analysis for SK. 

Some romantic politicos saw the “nationalization” (provincialization) of 
resources under Blakeney as the arrival of socialism. But you can’t have “so-
cialism in one province.” Nor can you have social justice without ecological 
sustainability or respecting Treaty Rights. The romantics were largely dis-
interested in Aboriginal rights, energy and environment, or occupational 
health26. There was no broad-based discussion about decolonization or the 
urbanization of the growing Aboriginal population. Increasingly, identity 
politics sidelined or reframed the search for common objectives. 

It wasn’t of much, if any, concern that uranium was being exported 
as fuel for nuclear power plants abroad, which had no solution for the 
steady build-up of everlastingly toxic nuclear wastes (spent fuel). Or that 
there were structural links between the commercial and military sides of 
the nuclear industry. There were some strong industrial union influences 
on the party, especially from the Steelworkers whose well-paid members 
worked in the uranium mines, which encouraged this myopia. Public ser-
vice unions, like CUPE, were the exception, and wanted the NDP to seri-
ously confront the underlying policy choices. Thankfully labour and envi-
ronmental activists began to ally on the slogan “jobs but not at any cost”.

Premier Blakeney and his cabinet simply could not or would not see 
their fiscal decisions in these broader policy terms. Facing a call for a ura-
nium moratorium at the 1976 NDP party convention, the cabinet chose to 
hold a public inquiry to try to legitimize their premature pro-nuclear fiscal 
decisions.27 The terms of reference and the commissioners of the 1977-78 
Cluff Lake Board of Inquiry (CLBI) were overtly pro-nuclear.28 Aborigi-

nal rights, environmental protection, non-proliferation and the 

26 Pro-nuclear labour officials defended lax radon gas and other uranium mine exposure 
regulations that were not based on the international research on the risks of low level radia-
tion.
27 They had already signed uranium supply contracts, e.g. with France and Japan.
28 See, for example, J. Harding, Due process in Saskatchewan’s Uranium Inquiries, In Dawn 
Currie and Brian MacLean (Ed.), Rethinking the Administration of Justice (Fernwood, 1992), 
pp. 130-49. 
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prospects of renewable energy were all excluded from the Terms of 

Reference. Fiscally-framed social democracy inevitably started to 

morph into corporate joint-ventures that perpetuated fundamen-

tally unexamined, neo-liberal policies.

THE PROMISED LAND:
It was a simplistically coherent, though faulty strategy. But it fit with 

the traditional prairie, social democratic framing of “progress”. It 
fit with decades of settler social gospel politics in pursuit of the protestant 
promised land. We should never underestimate this sense of settler yearn-
ing; to no longer be seen as “next year country”, which was adopted as 
the name of the Waffle magazine. The NDP government would further 
diversify the economy, use public resources to expand and pace the devel-
opment of non-renewables, and, in the process, supposedly provide a more 
stable revenue base for funding expanding public services. It sounded too 
good to be true. Under pressure, the NDP would even create a Heritage 
Fund, and sock away some savings for troubled times, though this was 
never at the forefront of the policy. 

The promised land was finally arriving; the resource bonan-
za would even allow tax cuts; yes, the SK NDP was promising 
tax cuts before the Conservatives or Sask Party did. These 
were promised in a last desperate attempt to win the 1982 
election, before Grant Devine’s Conservatives took control 
of all the lucrative, publicly-created assets. NDP campaign 
rhetoric even became messianic. In the 1978 campaign the 
SK NDP paper, The Commonwealth, published an editorial 
saying that the billions in non-renewable resource revenue 
would bring “an end to make-do socialism and herald in the 
birth of a new era…an era J.S. Woodsworth, M.J. Coldwell and 
Tommy Douglas could only dream about.” It continued, with 
the ominous statement, “whoever wins this one is likely to 
win it all and for all time.”29

This ultra-enthusiastic messianism cloaked widespread delusion. Real-
ity didn’t co-operate with Blakeney’s technocratic plan. World commodity 
markets didn’t cooperate, nor did the global energy market or the emerg-
ing global environmental awareness. Unwilling and perhaps unable to 
critically investigate a progressive program which addressed energy and 
environment, Aboriginal rights and urbanization, and redistributive social 

29 Editorial, The Commonwealth, Oct. 14, 1978
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policy, the NDP ended up helping to dig its own grave. With the NDP re-
duced to a record low 9 MLAs in 1982, it was a deep hole from which it 

has never fully escaped. From then on, its membership went into free-
fall; from 1991 to 2012 it dropped from 46,000 to only 8,000.

Unlike the CCF’s earlier work on province-building, through Crown 
utilities like Sask Power, Sask Tel and Sask Energy, the NDP’s resource 
Crowns just weren’t seen as, or created to be, people’s organizations.30 Nor 
were any public benefits apparent. Embracing the uranium and nuclear 
industries was the most fatal flaw. NDP bureaucrats and party brass started 
espousing industry propaganda about nuclear power being the safe “clean 
energy” that would expand to replace oil. Remember that the world oil 
crisis, created by price hikes in the Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Counties (OPEC), had occurred in 1973, just after Blakeney took power. 
There were even fantasies of SK becoming the Saudi Arabia of Urani-

um. Empirical-based critical analysis, however, already showed the flaws 
in this pro-nuclear development scenario. The Three Mile Island nuclear 
accident in the U.S. occurred in 1979 and the Chernobyl reactor disaster in 
the Ukraine came soon after in 1986. 

The Blakeney NDP decision-makers, however, were closed-minded 
and rigid on this issue. Their top-down information campaigns were sim-
ply not telling the broader truth.31 To them it seemed self-evident that 
having a Crown corporation in partnership with international (includ-
ing some state-owned) uranium corporations would bring new revenue 
to fund even greater welfare state programs. Or, so the political rhetoric 
went. And, we must remember that there was a residue of technocratic 
thinking in old left politics that saw “atomic power” as too cheap to meter 
and the way to the industrial promised land.32 Basically, the Blakeney NDP 
wanted to ignore the end uses of uranium, which required a big dose 
of wishful thinking and a lot of blind faith. Blind faith can develop in any 
ideological tradition once it fails to continually scrutinize its assumptions.

URANIUM REVENUES:
The revenues speak for themselves.
In 1977, the Blakeney NDP government projected that by 1983 ura-

nium revenues would be from $112 to $224 million dollars. This was silly, 

30 See Bill Harding, The Two Faces of Public Ownership: From the Regina Manifesto to Uranium 

Mining, In. J. Harding, Social Policy and Social Justice, Wilfrid Laurier University Press (1995) 
pp. 281-313.
31 See “Government Disinformation Campaign”, Canada’s Deadly Secret, chapter 2, pp.36-43
32 The Adult Education Division of the early CCF, for which my father worked, even issued 
a booklet promoting nuclear power.
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because a uranium cartel, with support from the Canadian Trudeau gov-
ernment and several uranium multinationals, had been artificially inflating 
the world price. From 1977 to 1980 the price dropped 50%, from $53 to 
$25 a pound (U.S.). When the SK NDP went down to such a great defeat in 
1982, the price was only $17 a pound. And the actual uranium revenues in 
1983 were $29 million, only 13% of the high estimate made in 1977.33

As we’ll see below, this pattern continued on into the following decades 
for NDP and Sask Party governments alike. The reactor meltdowns at Fu-
kushima, Japan in 2011 may, however, prove to seal the fate of the nuclear 
industry and uranium market.

It can be argued that the Blakeney NDP tried to think ahead. In 1974, 
it created the Energy and Resources Fund (ERF) which went on to provide 
$344 million to establish the Potash Corporation of SK and seed money (ini-
tially $14 million) to establish the uranium corporation, the SMDC. It was, 
however, late in its last term, in 1978, that the Blakeney NDP used $429 
million from the ERF to create the Heritage Fund. 

It perhaps had some foresight, in 1980, when it created three divisions 
in the Heritage Fund, including one on Energy Security, which was to con-
sider conservation measures, and one on Environmental Protection, which 
was to prepare for “unforeseen problems” with the uranium industry.34 
This was great rhetoric, probably partly to appease the emerging ecology-
minded coalition, which overlapped with the NDP base. But what actually 
happened? The Heritage Fund certainly grew; it went from $500 million in 
1979-80 to $787 million in 1981-82. And most of this came from oil (61%) 
and potash (36%); only 2% came from uranium revenue.

The uranium technocrats were in a bubble and the bubble quickly burst. 
The value of uranium sales by 1990 was projected to be $1 billion dollars. 
In fact, it was $344 million or a third of this. The head of the SMDC, pro-
jected uranium revenue of $468 million by 1990, which turned out to be 
larger than the total value of all SK uranium sales that year. This mag-
nitude of error can only be explained by ideological blind faith. Most loyal 
SK NDP members still do not realize or admit what happened due to these 
regressive, dangerous policies and politically-suicidal miscalculations. 

The promised land just wasn’t going to come from public investments 
in the nuclear industry. If anything, the uranium industry ended up con-
33 See J. Harding, “The Burdens and Benefits of Growth: Mineral Resource Revenues and 
Heritage Fund Allocations under the SK NDP, 1971-82”, Chapter 12, in Social Policy and Social 

Justice: The NDP Government in SK during the Blakeney Years (Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 
1995), pp. 341-74.
34 There ended up being major spills at the Key Lake uranium mine in 1984 and the Rabbit 
Lake uranium mine in 1989. See Canada’s Deadly Secrets, pp. 63-66 and 84-86.
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tributing to the decline and ultimate sacking of the Heritage Fund. 
During the Blakeney period, uranium provided only 2% of the non-

renewable revenue, but it received 17% of Heritage Fund assets. In 1980-
81 the SMDC received another $169 million dollars directly and another 
$126 million-dollar loan from the Heritage Fund. The Blakeney NDP was 
so self-assured about and committed to the global expansion of the nuclear 
industry that it was willing to subsidize the expansion of uranium mining 
with revenue from the other non-renewables.35 

Think about this; earnings that in the social democratic 
promised land were supposed to fund expanded public ser-
vices, instead went in the hundreds of millions to build up 
the uranium mining infrastructure. Later, in 1988, these ura-
nium mining assets were sold at bargain basement prices, 
when the Crown SMDC was privatized to form Cameco.

Conservative leader Grant Devine had closely followed SK’s emerging 
non-nuclear coalition, even attending some of our ever-enlarging pub-
lic meetings. He cleverly exploited the contradictions as part of his 1982 
campaign strategy. Every door-to-door leaflet included the statement: “The 

NDP government has invested $500 million in uranium. There is no return on that 

investment yet and the price of uranium has fallen by more than one-half. Invest-

ment in uranium does not help people today and it does not secure our future for 

tomorrow.”

The Blakeney NDP was vulnerable 
to this charge. It had totally accepted 
the promotional line of the nuclear in-
dustry. Nuclear energy was supposedly 
going to bring the electrical good life 
to Third World peasants as the avail-
ability of oil declined. The Blakeney 
bureaucrats seemed incapable of un-
derstanding that the vast majority 

of the world’s dispossessed did not 

live on capital-intensive electrical 

grids. Or, that the huge capital costs, 
including decommissioning nuclear 
power plants and endless management 
of high-level nuclear wastes, were al-

35 This was the time to start to divert revenues into renewables, as happened with oil-gen-
erated revenue in Norway.

Grant Devine
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ways publicly subsidized.36 
The NDP even tried to put a moralistic, ecumenical tone to the export 

of uranium. Finally, there was going to be a “peaceful atom”, something 
promised since the Manhattan Project. Meanwhile, the SMDC was in bed 
with the French state-owned uranium company, Amok-Cogema (which 
became Areva) which oversaw both France’s nuclear reactor fleet and its 

nuclear weapons program. At the time, France was not even a signatory 
to the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and was still doing nuclear testing.

This is what happens if social democracy starts seeing government 
as only a means, with no serious consideration of ends or consequences; 
when it embraces neo-liberal ideology. The Blakeney NDP government 
used Crown corporations to extract the same non-renewable resources 
that the international and state corporations wanted to extract for profit 
and/or security of fuel supply. It didn’t matter that uranium was a toxic 
and radioactive element or that safer, cheaper, more job-producing energy 
alternatives were already gaining ground. Nor did it matter that fossil fuel 
extraction was exacerbating the climate crisis.

The coming uranium boom was also vigorously promoted because it 
was going to bring northern Aboriginal people out of colonial poverty. 
This of course did not happen. And partly because of the social under-
development that came with the so-called uranium boom, Northern SK 
remained one of Canada’s poorest regions.37 Nor did most indigenous 
northerners buy into this industry propaganda. We confirmed this with 
extensive research on SK’s uranium inquiries with funding from the Social 
Science and Humanities Research (SSHRC) Human Context of Science and 
Technology (HCST) strategic grant.38 The North simply got steamrolled 
by the government-corporate uranium alliance. Our follow-up research 
found that even the northerners who had initially been neutral or wanted 
a moratorium ended up in opposition to the uranium industry.39

The Blakeney NDP used the same trickle-down argument 
to justify publicly-funded resource growth that is used to 

36 My father Bill Harding’s debates with Allan Blakeney about these matters were published 
as Uranium: Correspondence with the Premier. (RGNNS, 1979).
37 This was confirmed by Conference Board research. See my “What’s the Alternative to Nucle-

ar Colonialism in the North? Crows Nest, Aug. 2010.
38 Some findings are reported in J. Harding, Content Analysis of Attitudes Towards Ura-
nium Mining Expressed in the Local Hearings of the Cluff Lake Board of Inquiry, Impact 

Assessment Bulletin, Vol. 4, No. 1-2, International Association for Impact Assessment, 1986, 
pp. 189-209.
39 J. Harding and B. Forgay, Ten Years After the Uranium Inquiries, Report # 2, In the Public 
Interest Series, University of Regina: Prairie Justice Research, April 1992.
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justify the private corporate investment market. It used 
basically the same economic model of “development” as is 
used by political parties of other persuasions. In this regard, 
there are striking similarities with Brad Wall’s government. 
Simply put: this neo-liberal approach ignores costs that get 
externalized to society, to the environment and to future 
generations.

NUCLEAR WEAPONS:
To promote its uranium-dependent fiscal strategy the Blakeney NDP 

also had to suppress CCF history.
SK had already been a uranium hinterland during the nuclear arms race 

of the 1950s and 1960s. In 1957, 35% of the province’s mineral resource 
economy involved mining uranium at Uranium City to export to the U.S. 
for nuclear weapons. This was kept secret under the War Measures Act, 
until the mid-1960s, but most of us didn’t find out until the late 1970s. 
Tommy Douglas knew that this was happening, when it was happening, 
but kept it to himself. There was no mention of SK’s major role in the 
nuclear arms race when we invited Premier Douglas to speak at a Ban-
The-Bomb, disarmament demonstration in 1959.40

Uranium didn’t achieve this same proportion of the mineral resource 
economy again until 1976 and soon after it began to drop. By 1979, during 
Blakeney’s last term in power, uranium had dropped to 16% of mineral 
wealth. As we’ll see below, the proportion continued to drop since then.

Allan Blakeney and I both spoke at a national conference on 
Aboriginal justice held in Saskatoon on September 15-18, 
1993. At the time, I was Director of the Prairie Justice Research 
(PJR) Consortium at the University of Regina and I spoke on 
the urban crisis facing Aboriginal people in SK.41 Blakeney 
and I were seated at the same banquet table and after I spoke 
he remarked that he “had to admit that his government never 
had a policy to address the urbanization of Aboriginal people”. 
He continued that, “this was one of my main regrets”.

40 I raised this with Tommy Douglas when we were both at a Faculty of Social Work confer-
ence at the Fort Sanatorium Conference Centre in the early 1980s. He was clearly evasive and 
perhaps shamed, and our difficult conversation petered out. There may be some unused film 
footage of this conversation from the Regina Birdsong production, Folks Call Me Tommy.
41 J. Harding, Aboriginal Self-Government and the Urban Crisis, In Richard Goose et al 
(Ed.), Continuing Poundmaker’s and Riel’s Quest: presentations made at a conference on aboriginal 

peoples and justice. (Purich Publishing, 1994), pp. 363-83.
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The fiscal technocrats never wanted to consider how capital-intensive 
resource extraction in the north could not possibly positively affect the his-
torical desegregation and massive urbanization of indigenous people that 
was occurring at the time. It mattered little that the Blakeney NDP created 
a Department of Northern SK to oversee resource expansion, for they were 
ignoring their own social science knowledge base. Several relevant stud-
ies on Northern SK done at the CCF-created Centre for Community Studies 
had already concluded that capital-intensive industry could not resolve the 
problems of northern underdevelopment.42 Blakeney’s one-dimensional 
fiscal perspective had blinded his government to the emerging issues of so-
cial, economic and environmental justice that some had thought, up until 
then, would be the hallmark of social democratic politics.43

REDUCTIONS IN SOCIAL SPENDING
What were the outcomes of the Blakeney NDP’s resource policy? A 

colleague and I analyzed overall social spending, on health, education and 
social services, during this era. And we did not find that the aggressive in-
terventions into the non-renewable resource industry achieved the overall 
fiscal objectives. Rather, under Blakeney’s NDP, we were already seeing 
the shift towards cuts in social spending and some privatization of public 
services. The neo-liberal scenario was unfolding.

From 1971 to 1981 there was a drop in overall social spending from 
64.6% to 59.6% of the government’s Consolidated Fund. It dropped to 57.5 
% by 1976, after Blakeney’s first term, and only rose slightly from this in 
the second term, when all the non-renewable joint-venture resource inter-
ventions were in full swing. During this same ten-year period (1971-81) 
social spending dropped from 10.4% to 9.5% of the GDP. As we wrote, 
“…despite this economic growth, a smaller proportion of the SK budget went to 

social spending in 1981 than ten years previously.”44There was also a decrease 
in per capita social spending, down to $495, from 1971-76, and this didn’t 
increase by 1981.

We observed that “when saving and spending for mineral growth was the 

order of the day, social sector rationing clearly became tighter” and that during 
42 This Centre attracted world renowned social scientists like Peter Worseley and Arthur 
Davis. I was lucky to have the experience of doing my Master’s research under their supervi-
sion. The Centre was eliminated by the Thatcher Liberals and replacing it was never consid-
ered by later NDP governments.
43 I was a policy researcher (director of addictions research) during the last part of the Blak-
eney government and it is fair to say that the Blakeney NDP had a centralized, politicized 
approach to policy and programs. It was research-by-objectives, not evidence-based policy
44 Graham Riches and Jim Harding, Economic Growth and Social Spending in SK, 1971-82: 
Some Missing Questions, In Harding (ed.), Social Policy and Social Justice, op. cit., p. 263
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this period, “the NDP government was actually strengthening the private social 

service sector.” Meanwhile spending on law and order increased; by 11% by 
1976 and by another 6% by 1981.  “Law and order spending grew faster than 

government social expenditures from 1971 to 1981” and we noted that “most 

people jailed in SK were of Aboriginal descent, and the expansion of the mineral 

and energy industries at the time were often at the expense of Indian and Metis 

land entitlements.”45 Perhaps this shows why the NDP’s uranium inquiry, 
the CLBI, had ruled Aboriginal Rights out of its terms of reference. Re-
member, this expansion of uranium mining occurred before Canada had 
adopted the Charter of Rights, including Aboriginal Rights, being in our 
constitution.

There are many other examples of how Blakeney’s fiscal approach 
side-stepped progressive policy. In 1974 the Blakeney NDP created the SK 

Prescription Drug Plan (SPDP), primarily to save money by encouraging ge-
neric drugs. However, at the time the pharmaceutical industry was quickly 
expanding its lucrative markets, in part by medicalizing socio-economic 
problems. When I was director of research for the SK Alcoholism Com-
mission, we initiated province-wide research on the prescribing of central 
nervous system (CNS) drugs, which found that both over-prescribing and 
inappropriate prescribing were being funded by the SPDP. The heated 
public discussion over our reports finally convinced the government to 
create the Joint Committee on Drug utilization to oversee and evaluate the 
drugs being covered by the SPDP, which, at least, was a start.46 

The Blakeney NDP’s resource policies had major blind spots, 
including long-term environmental costs, nuclear prolifera-
tion and the challenges of prairie decolonization and Ab-
original urbanization. The fiscal approach also had counter-
productive effects on a host of social and health programs. 
These lessons have yet to be fully learned by the party stal-
warts.

45 Ibid., p. 268.
46 See my chapter “The Welfare State as Therapeutic State”, In Social Policy and Social Justice, 
op. cit., pp. 85-120.
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The pattern established under the Blakeney NDP carried on. The 
Grant Devine Conservatives did all they could to privatize the crowns and 
enhance the corporate sector and, after that, the Romanow NDP also fa-
voured wealth production through corporate growth. If there were not 

going to be Crown corporations, then government must assist private cor-
porations to generate such wealth. Soon after being elected in 1991 the 
Romanow NDP quickly reversed party policy and approved several new 
uranium mines. It approved one that its own Federal-Provincial Environ-
mental Review recommended against and another that the panel called for 
a 5-year postponement.47 

Meanwhile, uranium continued to be a loss leader for the province. 
Though the value of uranium sales reached $650 million in 1996, the rev-
enue that year was only $67 million. In 2003, when the Calvert NDP was 
in power, uranium revenue went down to only $14 million. Later, in 2006, 
when uranium sales reached $600 million, just before the Sask Party took 
power, provincial revenue from uranium was only $43 million. 

There never was a uranium revenue bonanza for the province. But 
there was a bonanza for Cameco’s CEO, who in 2008, got compensation of 
“just over $4.5 million, up from 3.7 million in 2007.”48 This was large, even in 
global terms; larger than the British Petroleum (BP) CEO received during 
the time of the Gulf of Mexico oil-spill disaster.

Grant Devine’s Conservatives had sold most of Sask Oil’s 
crown shares in 1986. In 1996, with the Romanow NDP now 
in power, Sask Oil was turned into Wascana Energy and in 

47 The Federal-Provincial Environmental Review recommended against the Midwest mine 
and for a postponement of the MacLean Lake uranium project, but the Romanow NDP ap-
proved them both. See Canada’s Deadly Secret, op. cit., p. 186.
48 Saskatoon Star Phoenix, April 18, 2008.
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1997 this was sold to Occidental Petroleum. And it is quite 
telling that past NDP Premier Blakeney acted as a consul-
tant during this transition and then became a member of 
the private corporate board.49 Then, in 2000, Occidental be-
came Nexen corporation. And who was to became its Vice 
President? None other than the previous Deputy Premier 
under Romanow’s NDP and SK NDP future leader-to-be, 
Dwain Lingenfelter.

The SK public and taxpayers lost in a big way when these publicly-
created Crown corporations were privatized. Cuts resulting from divert-
ing revenue to the resource sector were already reinforcing the neo-liberal 
trend. Some notable government officials continued to benefit through 
corporate appointments. We are not talking about the Liberal and Conser-
vative parties, here, which Tommy Douglas used to call “Tweedledee and 
Tweedledum”: we are talking about the corporate recycling of SK social 
democrats. 

Unabashed pro-nuke Jack Messer, Minister of Industry and 
Resources under Blakeney, became Romanow’s campaign 
manager and then was appointed to head up Sask Power. 
Don Ching, went from being CEO of SK’s Crown Investments 
and then CEO of Sask Tel to becoming President and CEO of 
the uranium multi-national Areva Resources Canada. Eric 
Cline, Minister of Industry and Resources under Calvert, 
went on to become Vice President of K & S Potash. Many 
social democrats seemed to be swallowed up by the neo-
liberal political economic trend. I was also surprised to find 
out that after he retired in 1979, Tommy Douglas had been 
appointed to the board of Husky Oil. Husky Oil was to be 
responsible for the large oil pipeline spill into the North SK 
River in July 2016.

49 Allan Blakeney, Wikipedia.
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CREATION OF STEP:
Neo-liberalism took a big leap for-

ward under Romanow; he foreshad-
owed Tony Blair’s later credo about 
creating “An open, liberal economy pre-

pared constantly to change to remain com-

petitive”. In 1996, Romanow’s govern-
ment created the SK Trade and Export 

Partnership or STEP. It was touted as 
a “public-private partnership to connect 

SK businesses with the world”. The 2015 
report provides an overview of the na-
ture of the growth that ensued in SK’s 
export market, starting in an NDP era 
and going into the Sask Party period 
of rule.

Overall, in these two decades, the value of the exported commodities 
quadrupled. In 1996, when the Romanow NDP created this export trade 
organization, the value of exports was $9.3 billion; by 2014 it was $35.3 
billion. (See Graph # 1). From 2006, just before the Sask Party took over 
government, to 2011, the value of exports nearly doubled from $16.4 
billion to $29.5 billion dollars. The big leap occurred in 2008, a year after 
the Sask Party took power and just before the global financial crisis. The 
SK export economy seemed to have recovered by 2011 and was again on a 
global roll.

In 2014, there was a record high $36 billion. The most exported com-
modities were, in rank order: crude oil, potash, canola, meslin and wheat, 
durum wheat, lentils and peas. But the first two, both non-renewable min-
erals, accounted for $13.2 plus $4.9 billion or $18.1 billion, which was half 

of the value of all SK exports. Note that uranium, which both NDP and 
Sask Party governments had strenuously promoted, didn’t make the short 
list.50

Agribusiness exports also grew under the Sask Party, from $8.3 billion in 
2010 to $13.9 billion in 2014. Canola, wheat, lentils and peas were the major 
products. The STEP report notes that SK has 61 million acres of arable land, 
which is 41% of the Canadian total and that SK produces 45% of Canada’s 
canola and 75% of its pea production. It says that in 2013 SK produced 65% of 
the world’s exported lentils and 54% of the world’s exported peas. SK also had 
a significant share of the world’s durum, mustard, canola and seed markets.
50 See discussion below.

Roy Romanow
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However, STEP does not comment on the impact of corporate farming 
on the land which, with today’s intensive farming practices, could become 
a non-renewable resource. There is no mention of the impact that agri-
cultural chemicals and illegal drainage are having upon SK’s waterways. 
The use of toxic pesticides, including the dangerous neonic chemicals, has 
skyrocketed with the growth in SK’s agribusiness exports. It is hard to get 
updated information on pesticide/herbicide use in SK. In the late 1980s SK 
used 36% of all pesticides used in Canada. This is a lot of toxins; in 1988, 
8.4 million kg of herbicides were used in SK. There is an urgent need for 
more research on the contamination of the SK prairies by chemical agri-
culture. 51 

The Romanow NDP showed no interest in facilitating the 
transition to sustainable agriculture. Before he died, SK pio-
neer of organic farming, Elmer Laird, told me that SK organic 
producers were starting to get huge orders from the EU that 
they could not fill without an enlarged infrastructure. When 
they asked the Romanow government for a $400,000 loan 
guarantee to develop a facility at Craik, they were turned 

51 See the research on the impact of neonics on wetlands by Prof. C. Morrissey at the Uni-
versity of SK. 
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Graph 1:  Growth in Value of SK Exports 1996-2016 (billions of dollars)
Sources: STEP 2015 Report, Canada’s Online Trade Data
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down. Wed to a New Labour mentality, the Romanow NDP 
seemed totally unimaginative about the choices available 
to it to pursue progressive directions.

In 2014, the top seven countries where SK products were exported 
were, in rank order: the U.S., China, India, Japan, Indonesia, Mexico, and 
Brazil. But, $22.7 billion went to the U.S. and the second country China, 
was only at $2.8 billion. SK clearly still depends heavily on exports to the 
U.S. under NAFTA; no wonder Premier Wall travelled so often to Wash-
ington to support the Keystone XL, including after Trump’s “America 
First” victory.

India received $1.2 billion in exports and Asia, overall, is SK’s second 

largest market; if the Asian countries are combined they total $6 billion, 
which is still far behind the U.S. Central and South America only totaled 
$1.2 billion. The two European countries in the short list, Italy and Bel-
gium, only totaled $.8 billion, though the forthcoming CETA agreement 
may slightly enhance SK exports. 

I pursued more recent figures than provided by STEP, which 
presents a rosy picture up to 2014. In 2015, the value of SK 
exports dropped to $ 32.6 billion.52 In 2016, it dropped fur-
ther to $ 26.7 billion, nearly 9 billion lower than in 2014, 
which was a greater drop than after the 2008 global finan-
cial crisis and recession. Crude oil sales of $4.57 billion were 
now lower than potash sales of $4.66 billion, which shows 
the magnitude of the oil market crash. The writing was al-
ready on the wall.

URANIUM SALES:
In 2016 uranium sales ranked as the 8th largest export, at $964 million, 

which was less than had been predicted for 1990, a quarter of a century 
before, by the Blakeney NDP. The value of uranium exports has oscillated 
during recent years. In 2014, it was down to $589 million, lower than in 
1996 or 2006. In 2012 it was $862 million, in 2013 it was $717 million and 
in 2015 it was $823 million. 

The countries to which SK exported uranium have also varied. In 2012 
and 2013 the most uranium went to the UK, with France the second larg-
est export market. However, since 2014 the most uranium went to the 
U.S., with China as second. Overall from 2012-16, the rank order has been 

52 This information is from the on-line Trade Data of the Government of Canada.
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the U.S. ($1.36 billion), the UK ($972 million), China ($624 million), France ($492 
million), the Netherlands ($149 million), India ($144 million) and Argentina ($107 
million).

The uranium market has not skyrocketed because there hasn’t been a nuclear 
renaissance. More aging nuclear plants are being shut down than new ones are 
being constructed. And consequently, nuclear power’s global share of the electrical 
market has steadily declined, down to 10.5% in 2016 from its historic high of 17.5% 
in 1996.53 The global renewable electrical sector surpassed nuclear in 2005, before 

the SK Party was even elected in SK, but the trendline didn’t seem to matter to 
Premier Wall, who, like Blakeney before him, aggressively promoted an expanded 
value-added uranium industry here. Renewables accounted for 21% of the global 
electrical market by 2012 and by 2017 they accounted for 25% of the global market. 
This market continues to expand at an unprecedented rate.

SK, however, lags behind other provinces. To the Sask Party, any expansion of 
resource extraction was considered “good”, regardless of the consequences for the 
biosphere, for international peace and security and for the stability of the SK econ-
omy. The Sask Party continued with the same amoral approach to resource 

extraction that took hold with the Blakeney NDP.
Since the catastrophic nuclear reactor meltdowns at Fukushima in 2011, Japan 

is no longer a major customer of SK uranium. After France, Japan used to have the 
highest proportion of its electricity coming from nuclear power of any country.54 It 
was, therefore, thought to be a major ongoing market for SK uranium. Cameco has 
now turned to the insecure uranium markets in India and China.

It is notable that 75% of all these SK uranium sales went to coun-
tries with nuclear weapons.55 And we know that the Non-Prolifera-
tion Treaty has serious loopholes, especially when the commercial 
and military systems are integrated through state institutions, 
which is the case in the U.S., UK, France, China and India. For ex-
ample, in the U.S., the depleted uranium (DU) left from processing 
uranium fuel for light water nuclear power plants goes directly 
into the military pool where it can be used for DU weapons, 
or to produce plutonium for nuclear weapons.56

53 See World Nuclear Industry Status Report, 2017. 
54 France generates 70% of its electricity from nuclear power, but plans to reduce this to 50% 
by 2025. Before Fukushima, Japan generated 30% of its electricity from nuclear power, and 
produced 10% of the total global nuclear electricity. Now it only generates about the same 
amount as minor players Pakistan or Slovenia.
55 It is no accident that four of the five top producers of nuclear power globally (US, France, 
Russia and China) are nuclear weapons countries.
56 See Overcoming Amnesia, Chapter 18, Canada’s Deadly Secret, op. cit.
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The Sask Party seemed to be riding high on the recent export boom. 
It definitely became the political beneficiary of SK no longer being viewed 
as a “have-not” province. When Premier, Wall was even a bit of a braggart 
about this, although he can take no personal credit for the building up of 
the resource infrastructure that allowed the “boom” to occur. And if politi-
cians want to take credit for an economic boom they should also have to 
take credit for a bust. Brad Wall apparently preferred to bail.

CORPORATE POPULISM:
Naomi Klein wrote in 2017 that capitalism has been “conquering its fi-

nal frontiers”. This is certainly true here, for, as noted above, since Wall’s 

Government came to power, the value of SK exports more than 

doubled, from $16.4 billion in 2006 to a high of $35.3 billion in 2014. 
This held at $32.6 billion in 2015 before SK was hit by the commodity 
price collapse and exports dramatically dropped to $26.7 billion in 2016. 
(See Graph 1). 

The Sask Party budget rhetoric throughout this period can be called 
“corporate populism”. The 2009-10 budget was “to keep the SK economy 

strong”. In 2010-11 it was to be “forward looking and responsible for the peo-

ple”. In 2011-12 the budget was said to be “building on the economic momen-

tum” and defining “the SK advantage”, which has been a favourite and largely 
meaningless phrase of Premier Wall. The next budget, for 2012-13, was to 
“keep the economy growing” and it stressed “maintaining lower debt and historic 

tax deductions”. Below we’ll see what happened to these promises.
In 2013-14, the budget had a less strident tone, claiming to “balance 

growth by controlling spending”; it even claimed to “balance growth with social 

progress”, whatever that meant to them.57 The next two budgets use the 

57 Neo-liberal ideology implies that all growth trickles down, so the SK Party may have been 

five
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same slogan, to “keep SK on the path of steady growth.” In 2016-17 the budget 
slogan was simply to “keep SK strong”. Then in 2017-18, when the cat was 
finally out of the bag about the accumulating deficit, and the devastating 
cuts and tax increases were divulged, the slogan simply became the rather 
benign, “meeting the challenge”.

The rhetoric has been about how corporate resource growth and ex-
ports will benefit the SK people. It gets a little nuanced when it implies that 
growth and progress are somehow going to be balanced, but this turns out 
to forewarn that “corporate populism” isn’t working that well. 

BUDGETARY TRENDS:
What do we find when we look beyond the rhetoric to the actual finan-

cial trends? The Public Debt listed in the budgets continued to rise during 
this decade. By 2012 it was $8.6 billion, by 2013, it was $9.3 billion and in 
2014, it was $10.3 billion.

Regardless of Sask Party rhetoric to the contrary, this trend line contin-
ued. In 2015, the Public Debt was $11.6 billion, in 2016 it was $13.3 billion 
and in 2017 it was $14.8 billion.58 The largest single item is Sask Power, 
where debt went from $3.1 billion in 2012 to $5.8 billion in 2017. This 
is likely a result of the province sticking with fossil fuels: carbon capture at 
coal plants, huge natural gas turbines to generate electricity to handle peak-
industrial loads, and the costs of maintaining aging transmission lines. 

There has been no interest in shifting to low-carbon renewables or de-
veloping a decentralized system that lowers transmission costs. There has 
been no apparent awareness of what is occurring in other places on the 
planet; the Sask Party Government has been totally wedded to and blinded 
by fossil fuels, while also promoting nuclear power.59 And, to be fair, the 
NDP opposition hasn’t been able or perhaps even that willing to fully ex-
pose this.

During 2012-13, when the Sask Party budget talked of 
“maintaining lower debt and reducing taxes”, the Public Debt 
actually rose from $8.6 billion to $9.3 billion. Then in the 
next, 2013-14 budget, when spending was “controlled”, it 
continued to rise, to $10.3 billion. Clearly something was 
wrong.

trying to make it sound like it was trying to balance the lower growth and revenues with 
maintaining essential public services. This didn’t happen, as the 2017-18 budget cuts show.
58 See Schedule of Public Debt, 2010-11 to 2016-17 SK Provincial Budgets.
59 Total global electricity from renewable energy passed that generated from nuclear power 
back in 2005, before the SK Party was even in power. The only sector where global invest-
ment and growth did not decline during the 2008 global recession was renewable energy.
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The interpretation of these figures can be confusing and, if we aren’t 
careful, misleading. In 2011-12 the government claimed that its general 
public debt was “forecast to be $3.8 billion, a decline of $3 billion from March 31, 

2008.” We’ll see below what actually happened.60 
Budgets are forecasts, not outcomes. You therefore need to go to Public 

Accounts to get more objective information. This shows that “public debt” 
had dropped from $7.6 billion in 2006 to $5.7 billion in 2016, while “gov-

ernment business enterprise” (GBE) debt had increased from $3.4 billion to 
$7.67 billion. If these are added you get an increase in debt from $11 bil-

lion to $13.3 billion over the decade.61

But there are many other aspects to public debt, for example, the pen-
sion liability of the government, which has grown from $4.68 to $7.92 
billion from 2007 to 2016. There are obligations under long-term financial 
arrangements, and since 2014 the SK Party Government had entered into 
four P3s that by 2016 already carried $430 million dollars of such ob-
ligations. There are also charges to the debt and this cost has continued 
to rise from $250 million to $600 million.62 This occurred even though 
interest rates have been kept historically low, as a largely failed attempt to 
jump-start economic growth after the 2008 financial crisis. If anything, the 
low interest monetary policies have downloaded more debt to individuals 
and families.

NET DEBT MUSHROOMING:
The most telling figures, however, are about “net debt”, which is the 

total assets minus the total liabilities of a government. What do these 
figures reveal?63 (See Graph 2).

On the surface, it looks like this has been flat over the decade. In 2007, 
net debt was $7.43 billion and in 2016 it was $7.90 billion. And Sask Party 
partisans might look at this and say “well at least things didn’t get worse”. But 
it is what happened, in between, and the trend line into the future that is 
most telling.

Accumulated surpluses reduce the net debt. And with the resource 
boom occurring up to the global financial crisis in 2008, the SK net debt 
was starting to fall. In 2008, the net debt was down to $5.87 billion and in 
60 Key Facts and Figures, The SK Advantage, 2011-12. There are other indicators, such 
as percent increase in net debt (over ten years), debt to GDP ratio and net debt per person, 
which can also be analyzed. So far, SK remains on the lower end compared to the other 
provinces.
61 Public Accounts, 2016-17, Vol. 1, Summary Financial Statements, p. 22. 
62 Ibid., p. 24.
63 My thanks to Provincial Auditor, Judy Fergusson, for her help in finding my way through 
these figures.
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2009 it went down further to $ 3.52 billion. But it then flattened in 2010 
at $3.56 billion and in 2011 at $3.78 billion. And then it started to rise; 
in 2012, it was back up to $ 4.54 billion and in 2013 it was up to $ 5.11 
billion. While it dropped to $ 4.62 billion in 2014, the upward trend has 
continued. In 2015, it was up to $ 5.55 billion and in 2016, it was up to $ 
7.90 billion. In other words, SK’s net debt grew by $ 2.35 billion during 

just 2015-16.
64 

Of more consequence, though it was budgeted to be $9.1 billion for 
2016-17, the net debt is now forecast to be $10.6 billion. And it is bud-
geted to grow to $12.2 billion by 2017-18.65 In other words, under the SK 
Party the provincial net debt grew from $3.5 billion in 2009 to a projected 
$12.2 billion by 2018. In view of the growing discrepancy between 

Sask Party rhetoric and reality, it is little wonder that Brad Wall 

decided to bail as premier and not have to lead the Sask Party into 

the 2020 provincial election. 

64 Ibid., p. 25
65 Statement of Change in Net Debt, SK Provincial Budget 2017-18: Meeting the Challenge, p. 
69.
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Graph 2: SK Net debt During Sask Party Government, 2007-18
Sources: SK Public Accounts, Vol 2, 2010-17; SK Provincial Budget 2017-18

Notes: Net Debt is assets minus liabilities. 2018 is a forecast.
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Most telling and damning, this growth in net debt all oc-
curred during a period when the value of resource exports 
more than doubled. The SK Party was however, politically 
skillful in keeping this information from the general public 
until after it got reelected in April 2016. Intentionally, there 
was no provincial budget issued prior to that election, which 
is why it can be referred to as “the election of deceit”.

The NDP Opposition, however, was not highly effective in fully es-
tablishing or widely communicating what was happening. If anything, 
the campaign headed by past leader Cam Broten tried to avoid funda-
mental policy and fiscal questions. But there is little doubt that the NDP 
would have won far more seats if what was to come in the 2017-18 bud-
get had been known prior to the 2016 election. The Sask Party eliminat-
ing the Crown, SK Transportation Company (STC), would have become 
a lightning rod issue, especially in rural and northern SK.

The Public Accounts for 2015-16 note that this rising SK net debt 
“primarily relates to its $ 9.6 billion investment in capital assets”. And what 
are these assets? They include Sask Power’s expensive Carbon Capture 
and Storage (CCS) project, for sure, which is not a cost-effective way to 
tackle the climate crisis and SK’s continuing record high per capita car-
bon footprint. SK has now surpassed Alberta as having Canada’s highest 
annual per capita carbon footprint, with a level of 68 tonnes per capita. 
This is 4X the Canadian average and amongst the highest on the planet. 
Both the NDP and Sask Party will have to share this legacy.

This net debt also includes the Global Transportation Hub (GTH), 
which continues to face allegations of corruption. The GTH bought 204 
acres for $21 million in 2013. Prior to this it was “bought and sold nu-

merous times at escalating prices,” and it was alleged that some Sask Party 
supporters profited from these sales. The RCMP finally started an inves-
tigation. More recently, it was revealed that the Sask Party Government 
gave the very profitable CPR, 300 acres of land for nothing to relocate 
to the GTH site.  

The net debt also resulted from the Regina Bypass which was not 
designed to be cost-effective. The province changed the route to Tower 
Road, probably to make it more helpful to a new commercial megamall 
in Regina’s east end. The Bypass has led to widespread environmental 
degradation resulting from unregulated open-pit gravel mining in sev-
eral rural municipalities.66

66 See QVEA.ca.
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It seems strange that in the aftermath of such an unprecedented period 
of resource export growth that SK would so quickly find itself with this 
magnitude of net debt. To understand this, we need to know what kind of 
resource revenues came to the province during this period.

RESOURCE REVENUES: 
Should the public be able to expect provincial revenue to rise when 

there is such a resource boom? When there is a general increase in in-
come levels we see increased revenue from taxes and sales. (See Graph 4). 
Shouldn’t this also occur when there is growth in corporate sales and prof-
its in the resource export sector?67

What do we find over this period of Sask Party rule?
The Public Accounts from 2010-11 to 2015-16 are very revealing.68 This 

period includes the Sask Party’s second term (2011-16) when its Open for 
Business policies and practices were in full gear. It was also the period 
when revenues re-stabilized after the 2008 financial crisis. In 2008-09, to-
tal resource revenue spiked at $4.15 billion, which was largely a result of a 
onetime $1.36 billion in revenue from potash sales. But total resource rev-
enue then dropped drastically to $1.43 billion in 2009-10. This was even 

below the $1.69 billion received in 2006-07, when the Sask Party took 
over government from the NDP.  In retrospect, by 2009-2010 the writing 
was probably already on the wall.

During this re-stabilized period, from 2010-11 on, SK got 
an average of about $2 billion a year in non-renewable re-
source revenues. It ranged from $2.17 billion in 2010-11 to 
$2.14 billion in 2014-15. But it then dropped dramatically 
to only $1.36 billion in 2015-16, when commodity prices 
fell. This was lower than the province was getting when the 
previous NDP was in power. The change was primarily due 
to the drop of oil revenues from $1.3 billion in 2014 to only 
$555 million in 2016. (See Graph 3). Brad Wall tied his po-
litical career to this industry and so his favour was bound to 
fall with the decline of oil.

Oil has consistently been the biggest non-renewable revenue source, 
averaging $1.2 billion a year and totalling $7.4 billion from 2010-16. Pot-
67 Most of us would say “yes”, but the neo-liberal ideology that has been promoted for de-
cades says that we can’t be too hard on corporations, for without them we would be even 
worse off. The Sask Party initially reduced corporate income taxes for 2017-18 while it in-
creased the sales tax as a means to reduce the growing deficit.
68 SK Public Accounts, Vol. 2, 2010-11 to 2015-16, on-line.
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ash revenue never came close, except in 2008-09; averaging only $418 mil-
lion a year after revenues stabilized in 2010. Potash prices dropped earlier 
than oil, and with this came major job cuts.69 In 2010, the Wall govern-
ment had successfully fought off a takeover bid by BHP Billiton of the 
once “cash cow”, Potash Corporation, by getting the Harper government 

69 Meanwhile the CEO was among the highest earners of any Canadian corporation.
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to agree to call potash a “strategic resource”.70 But potash revenue was not 
to rebound.

Natural gas wasn’t a major factor in generating resource revenues, 
averaging only $17 million a year from 2010-16. And uranium revenues 
aren’t even listed separately71, but are rolled in with “other revenue”, 
which averaged $142 million a year. It may be that, with all the pro-
nuclear fanfare after the Sask Party was elected72, the government didn’t 
want public attention to the steady decline of the global uranium and 
nuclear industry. 

Meanwhile, Cameco did well; with 16% of the global uranium mar-
ket, its total revenue in 2014 was $2.4 billion, with profits near $200 
million. Uranium prices, however, then fell to a 12-year low and Cameco 
showed losses in the first quarter of 2017. Furthermore, Cameco, the 
uranium multinational that grew from the millions in public investments 
and joint ventures during the Blakeney NDP, is in serious default of back 
taxes to both the Canadian and SK governments. The Canada Revenue 

Agency (CRA) is now after back taxes and transfer-pricing penalties that 
could total $1.5 billion. Cameco is accused of selling yellowcake at low 
prices to a foreign “sister” company as a means to undervalue sales.

In November 2017 Cameco laid off over 800 workers at three of its 
uranium operations. Premier Wall along with Leader Post columnist 
Murray Mandryk talked of how good Cameco had been as an employer 
of Aboriginal workers. The NDP talked about all the other cuts, such as 
to the NORTEP teacher training program, that the Sask Party had made 
in the north. No one mentioned the hundreds of thousands of tonnes 
of radioactive tailings that had been created in the north by Cameco’s 
uranium ventures.

Some observers now say that, with the declining uranium market and 
price, Cameco could face bankruptcy. This is one reason why, to diver-
sify its earnings with its corporate partner Bruce Power, Cameco wanted 
the Sask Party to approve a lucrative nuclear waste dump in northern 
SK. We should continue to celebrate that this was stopped by the “One 
SK” coalition that emerged to face the Uranium Development Partnership 

70 See J. Harding, SK Premier Potash Populism is not what it seems, Public Values, Nov. 17, 
2010; and Might BHP Billiton be back with a Uranium-Takeover Bid? R-Town News, Nov. 26, 
2010, Next Year Country, Dec. 6, 2010.
71 The latest SK royalty system for uranium, from Jan. 1, 2013, has three parts: 5% of gross 
revenue plus 10% to 15% of net profit minus a resource credit of .75% of gross revenue. The 
15% of net profit kicks in when the price of uranium goes above $22 per kg.
72 See my What’s Wrong with the Uranium Development Partnership Report, Crows Nest, June 
2009.
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(UDP). There is a huge, revealing story of extra-parliamentary opposi-
tion politics to tell here.73 

CONCLUSIONS:
Even though these were bonanza years for the corporate resource sec-

tor, the non-renewable resource revenue coming to SK remained 

fairly flat and finally crashed with the fall in oil prices. And it is also worth 
asking what happened to overall corporate taxes during these resource 
boom years? Though resource exports mushroomed, corporate taxes also 
remained flat. (See Graph 4). They were under $1 billion until 2010-11, 
when they reached $1.15 billion, but they were again down to $1 billion 
by 2015-16. They were lower in 2011-12 ($794 million), 2012-13 ($838 
million) and 2014-15 ($ 848 million). These were all years of exceptional 
growth in resource exports.

Compare this to the revenue generated from provincial in-
come tax on individuals and families, which steadily rose 
from $1.67 billion in 2006-07 to $2.54 billion in 2015-16. 
And when the rubber hit the road, in the 2017-18 auster-
ity budget, corporate and personal taxes were reduced by 
$107 million while the sales tax on average families was in-
creased to generate another $242 million revenue. Overall, 
from 2006 to 2016, the sales tax alone generated $12 billion 
in revenue, compared to $8 billion that came from corpo-
rate taxes. And while the provincial deficit and net debt con-
tinued to rise, the Sask Party announced it would reduce the 
tax on corporate taxable income from 12% to 11.5% in 2017 
and planned to reduce it further to 11% in 2019.74

Also, unbeknownst to most SK people, during these boom years, the 
Sask Party managed the public misperception that SK was fiscally healthy, 
by steadily selling off Crown land. It hadn’t yet devised a way to politi-
cally maneuver to sell off the provincial utilities, as another way to raise 
one-time funds. And privatizing this lucrative market would continue to 
subsidize the ongoing profits of resource corporations. But, it was qui-
etly privatizing Crown land. Right after being elected, in 2008-09, the Sask 
Party sold nearly $1 billion in crown land. From 2010-16 it sold another 
$1.1 billion dollars of crown land, averaging $184 million a year. It 
73 See my Canada’s Deadly Secret: SK and the Global Nuclear Industry (Fernwood, 2007). See 
film by Mike O’Shea.
74 Corporate Income Tax, Government of SK, 2017-18. When the fall 2017 legislature met 
the Sask Party announced it would no longer make these cuts to the corporate tax rate.
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accelerated the selling of Crown land after the 2017-18 deficit budget.
Those of us battling to protect the Qu’Appelle Valley watershed have 

discovered our local version of this sell-off. Abaco Energy Services, a 
North Dakota company exploiting the deregulated energy market, got 17 
acres of lakeside Crown land from the Town of Fort Qu’Appelle, for $2.00. 
All they had to do was cover the undisclosed cost of demolishing the old 
Indian Hospital. One Town councilor, who has been an Abaco director 
since 2008, never declared his pecuniary interest until after the Town’s 
land sales to Abaco were finalized. Abaco also tried to purchase old Prairie 
Farm Rehabilitation Agency (PFRA) marsh and lakeside Crown land that 
had been passed to the province after the Harper government deregulated 
most of Canada’s inter-provincial waterways. The WSA sold this land 
without following the duty to consult process and Pasqua First Nation has 
challenged this purchase in court. We may yet see a Historical-Reconciliation 

Marsh Interpretive Centre come out of the coalition that has emerged from 
this grassroots campaign.75 

In October 2017 two petitions were delivered to the Town of Fort 
Qu’Appelle, one compelling an independent audit of land sales back to 
2007. The other called for public access easements to be created on the land 
sold to Abaco. The previous Town council had actually sold this company 
the access roads to private homes, to a Long-Term care home as well as to 
its own drainage infrastructure. 

It’s pretty clear that the corporate populism of the Sask Party is just 
a version of neo-liberal trickle-down economics. Though the benefits to 
the resource companies grew over this period of massive resource-driven 
economic growth, the corporate responsibility for helping to pay for in-
frastructure and public services actually declined. The corporate share of 
the revenue burden dropped while the burden on individuals and families, 
especially from the sales tax, grew. This should probably be called trickle-
up or, better, “gushing-up” economics. It gushes up to the 1%; this is what 
neo-liberal globalization does here as elsewhere.

People who care about the future of Saskatchewan need to 
digest these trends and envisage and organize for a political 
alternative for the 2020 election. The SK NDP will need to ful-
ly learn the lessons from our political history, and completely 
break from this simplistic neo-liberal ideology, if they want to 
help move SK towards sustainability and a place of justice.

75 See Protecting the marshes, riverbanks, flood plains, hillsides and residents in Fort Qu’Appelle: A 

quagmire of conflict of interest, failure to consult, blocked access to homes, and environmental neglect. 
QVEA, Aug. 2017. More info at QVEA.ca.
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A partisan interpretation that blames these social, environ-
mental, economic or fiscal outcomes on one party or the other is clearly 
not justified. Rather, we need to look honestly, in more historical terms, 
at the changes from the time of CCF and NDP governments, to the Sask 
Party Government. Nothing less will be able to replenish progressive 
politics.

PIPELINE AND NUCLEAR POLITICS:
It is not possible to fundamentally differentiate the NDP and Sask 

Party in terms of their commitment to fossil fuels, whether coal-fired 
electrical plants or the extraction and export of oil and gas. The Sask 
Party carried on with the NDP-initiated “clean coal” (carbon sequestra-
tion) and further put off the necessary transition to renewable energy. 
Before the 2016 provincial election the Sask Party did adopt the standing, 
NDP policy of creating 50% renewables by 2030, but they clearly didn’t 
have a plan in place to accomplish this. Nor did the NDP when it was in 
power. It is time for such a plan!

This will be difficult due to big blind spots in SK politics. SK peo-
ple may know something about the Northern Gateway pipeline which 
was turned down by the federal government, and about the Keystone 
pipeline into the U.S. which was approved by the Trump administra-
tion. They likely know something about the widespread opposition to 
the approved expansion of the Trans-Mountain (Kinder Morgan) pipe-
line from Alberta to the B.C. coast. And I would also bet they know that 
Trans-Canada has pulled the plug on its proposed Energy East pipeline 
from Alberta to New Brunswick.  But I’ll also bet SK people know next to 
nothing about the federally-approved Enbridge Line 3 pipeline that runs 
right across the southern province. I’ll certainly bet that very few people 
know that Line 3 has a bigger capacity than Keystone.76

76 See postings on Line 3 at QVEA.ca

six
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With few exceptions, SK people remain silent about pipe-
lines that go through the province. The SK NDP even seems 
to be afraid to raise critical questions about the go-ahead of 
Line 3, or about Energy East, before it was scrapped. Also, 
very few SK First Nations have joined the Treaty Alliance 
that opposes all pipelines carrying bitumen from Alberta’s 
tar-sands. After a decade of Wall’s government, popular cul-
ture and mainstream politics here remain in the grips of the 
fossil-fuel industry. It remains “jobs at any cost.”

Further, if the NDP had not invested so heavily in expanding the urani-
um industry in the 1970s it is unlikely that their protagonists, whether the 
Conservative or Sask Party, would have become such nuclear proponents. 
The NDP has consistently been caught in the catch-22 that it supports ura-
nium mining expansion but not nuclear power plants in the province. The 
Blakeney NDP was seriously looking at nuclear power but abandoned this 
prior to the 1982 election, after its attempt to get a uranium refinery at 
Warman near Saskatoon faced such widespread opposition.77 However, in 
2006, the Calvert NDP brought a uranium refinery back onto the policy 
table. At least the right-wing parties have been consistent.

Whether the CCF or NDP are called 
“socialist” or “social democratic”, they al-
ways saw government as an instrument of 
“development”. This created a broad, suc-
cessful, mostly progressive electoral coali-
tion as long as it involved province-building 
through Crown utilities, public education 
and universal healthcare.78 However, no 
distinction was ever made between renew-
able or non-renewable resources. Environ-
mental health, watershed protection, and 
a more ecologically-sustainable economy 
were all secondary considerations, if con-
sidered at all. The overall vision had to do 

with economic growth and job creation measured pretty much the same 
way that corporations do.79 

77 See Why People Say No: Uranium Refinery at Warman, SK. RGNNS (1980). 
78 However, with the crisis in late capitalism (low growth, debt, etc.) corporations are always 
looking for secure, and profitable markets, which includes privatized public services.
79 Though, we should remember that, after he left politics, Romanow did explore quality 
of life indicators.

Lorne Calvert
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“Left” and “right” in SK politics has therefore been a variation on a 

theme. From the social gospel to corporate populism, it has been about 
reaching the “promised land” – seen as becoming a resource-rich “have prov-
ince”. It is true that universal Medicare would never have been established by 
a pro-business right wing party. The political right would never have grasped 
that in addition to providing security to Canadians, that universal healthcare, 
like public education, stabilized the province, including for business invest-
ment. Government insurance, along with utilities, all did this, which is why 
these were largely left alone when the CCF or NDP lost elections. 

All this was fine as long as corporations and their local business benefac-
tors had other markets, such as agribusiness or mineral exports, to invest in 
and profit from. But now, with the ongoing and deepening crisis in capi-
talism, corporations are looking for new, stable, profitable markets such as 
from the privatization of the Crowns and public services; from the privatiza-
tion of the commons.

Meanwhile, the international commodity market has become more 
precarious. This is true whether the government directly intervened in the 
resource economy, as did the Blakeney NDP, or just wanted to get some re-
source revenue to buy votes, as has the Sask Party. Regardless of party ideol-
ogy, we have seen what happens. Both parties heavily invested public funds 
into, or heavily subsidized, the resource extraction industry, while making 
cuts and/or increasing the net debt. 

One distinction is, however, necessary. While the Blakeney NDP cut and 
privatized services and ate up its own Heritage Fund, it did not leave the 

province in debt. In contrast, after the Devine Conservatives were thrown 
out, the Romanow NDP faced a $15 billion debt. And, now, with the Sask 
Party in its third term, the net debt has grown from $3 to $12 billion and is 
expected to rise further. In these circumstances, in 2017 the Sask Party passed 
Bill 40, to enable them to sell 49% of the utilities. This may have been their 
way of claiming, by the 2020 election, that they were getting the provincial 
fiscal situation back in order. The right-wing think tank, Frontier, even called 
for a complete privatizing of all utilities, claiming that the $6 billion earned 
would help to reduce the provincial debt. 

This legislation became an issue during the Sask Party leadership race to 
replace Brad Wall. The backlash was so strong that in October 2017 Premier 
Wall announced that the Sask Party would repeal that part of Bill 40 that 
allowed privatizing up to 49% of the Crowns. It remains to be seen whether 
the legislation could still allow Crowns to be shut down if they failed to make 
a profit, which was the excuse used to shut down the SK Transportation 
Company (STC). There should be a full repeal.
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Were this Crown sell-off to ever occur, SK would be left as a more vulnera-
ble hinterland. The loss of the Crowns as a revenue source would leave us even 
more dependent on the resource imports of other countries. And we don’t yet 
know what is going to happen with Trump’s protectionism and the renego-
tiation of NAFTA, upon which the SK economy has been made extremely 
dependent. Or with the federal Liberal’s exploration of free trade agreements 
with other countries? Could we end up becoming more of a resource colony 
for China? There is a lot to learn about the Sask Party legacy from how China’s 
state-owned company Yancoal entered the potash solution mining market 
near Earl Grey SK.80

The contradictions and dilemmas facing SK have to be placed 
in this larger context. Progressive politics across Canada are 
now at not only an historical, but an ecological, cross-road. 
Corporate capitalism and liberal democracy are increasingly 
at loggerheads.81 The left-right paradigm rooted in industrial 
capitalism is not going to help us to understand what is hap-
pening, let alone help us to move forward. The unsustainabil-
ity of corporate-driven economic growth, the growing crisis of 
inequality, the global displacement of people, the refugee cri-
sis, and catastrophic extreme weather events that come with 
climate change, create the new context for progressive poli-
tics. Denying any of these realities, as has been far too com-
mon by both mainstream parties in SK, will not help us find a 
way forward.

Our political categories may be deluding us. It is possible that we are already 
in a transition from a capitalist economy towards something else. The demise 
of Soviet communism didn’t herald in the triumph of capitalism; rather it has 
shown us that state capitalism isn’t any more sustainable than corporate capital-
ism. And we are learning that they both lean towards authoritarian rule. The 
challenge, then, is to start to consider what will replace the capitalist economy. 

There is already a backlash to neo-liberal globalization that has dangerous 
authoritarian tendencies. We know that the chaos, contradictions and inequali-
ties of corporatism can lead to ethno-nationalism, with white supremacist, 
neo-fascist overtones, as is occurring with Trump. And it is democracy, human 
rights and environmental protection that will be sacrificed. Creating a progres-
sive way forward that addresses all of this is now imperative and long over-
due.
80 See QVEA Working Paper at Saskforward.ca. Also see Yancoal postings at QVEA.ca.
81 See W. Streeck, How Will Capitalism End? Verso (2016).



Neoloiberalism in Saskatchewan

46

POLITICAL LESSONS:
There are some clear lessons when we look closely at the elections in 

SK since 1944. The CCF-NDP has been defeated by three different politi-
cal formations – the Liberals (1964), Progressive Conservatives (1982) and 
Sask Party (2007). The ability of the so-called “right” to rebrand their 

politics, and escape a contentious and corrupt legacy, has always been part 
of their comeback strategy. The ability to create a polarized vote, so that 
competing parties (whether Liberal, Conservative or Sask Party) don’t split 
the vote, has also been part of their success.

We know that in a two-party polarization, the social democrats usu-
ally do not do so well. And some version of proportional representation 
would enhance representation and governance. The B.C. Liberals, too, are 
an amalgam of the “right” (including the old Socreds) which helped them 
stay in power for 16 years. Now, after the May, 2017 B.C. election, the 
small Green Party caucus, which supported the NDP forming government, 
holds the balance of power. We’ll closely watch to see whether the alliance 
succeeds in getting electoral reform which, like Medicare, will probably 
have to start at the provincial level. 

The Alberta PC and Wild Rose parties have now voted to unite under a 
new right-wing party in the hope of consolidating votes to end NDP rule. 
This is led by social conservative, neo-liberal and high profile Harperite Ja-
son Kenny. And it should go without saying that Alberta’s social democrats 
are less likely to be elected if they, too, are inclined to follow neo-liberal 
resource policies. The devil you know….

It seems ironic, but the SK NDP looks more like fiscal conserva-

tives than those on the “right”, who claim to be fiscally responsible, but 
typically amass massive debt by subsidizing the corporate sector.82 When 
the Romanow NDP replaced the Devine Conservatives, it had to address 
a $15 billion debt. If the NDP is going to replace the Sask Party, say in 
2020, it will likely have a similar magnitude of debt to address. The Sask 
Party may still try to raise enough revenue from selling government as-
sets, to make it look like they are balancing their budget, but that, too, 
would be more fiscal smoke and mirrors. In an era of dumbed-down public 
discourse, however, the Sask Party has become a master of deceit. All at-
tempts to further dismantle public services should be boldly resisted. But, 
to be successful in this, the fallacies of neo-liberal corporate populism will 
need to be fully exposed.

Furthermore, inheriting debt from right-wing governments severely 

82 This appeal to fiscal responsibility backfired for Tom Mulcair’s 2015 federal NDP cam-
paign. See J. Harding, Taking Back Canada, op. cit.
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limits what the NDP can actually do once in power. And, as long as both 
mainstream SK parties remain united in their primary commitment to 
build up the infrastructure for non-renewable resource exports, and to 
keep the economy and government so dependent on this precarious real-
ity, what would they really want to do that is different?

SASK PARTY RHETORIC:
Brad Wall’s Sask Party has been quite clever in framing itself as be-

ing the logical outcome of mainstream politics in SK. And, as this analysis 
shows, there is an element of truth to this that they can exploit. I heard 
Premier Wall speak several times at SUMA Conventions, when I was a 
village mayor, and his rhetoric was always a nuanced neo-liberalism. In 
this sense, he was a “man for the times”; he was a perfect fit with resource 
globalization.

In the Sask Party’s SK Plan 

for Growth: Vision 2020 and 

Beyond Wall said, “The purpose 

of growth is to build a better qual-

ity of life for all SK people”. We 
know that this is not true; the 
purpose of economic growth 
primarily has to do with capi-
tal accumulation and ultimately 
businesses and corporations 
making enough profit to fur-
ther expand markets. And, of 
course, consumer markets will 
be expanded by creating de-
mand for new products; in this 
economy wants will be manu-
factured while human needs are 
neglected. However, incorpo-
rating rhetoric about quality of 

life strengthens the narrative and makes it sound like the resource policies 
that fuel economic growth are being managed by the Sask Party for the 
benefit of people.

Corporate populism has failed to deliver. Wall’s rhetoric doesn’t stand 
up to reality testing. But reality-testing is itself being marginalized in an era 
where belief, opinion and self-selected “evidence” can trump everything 
else. The fragmentation and collective attention deficit that has escalated 

Brad Wall
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with unregulated internet platforms, clearly compounds this. This adds to 
public confusion. 

Our security of living is enhanced by the quality of SK healthcare. But 

this has actually declined through the recent SK resource export boom. 
Meanwhile, the neo-liberals running the Sask Party say we must make in-
centives for corporate investment into our political priority. Tax policy is 
now about making the economy competitive for corporate growth and prof-
it, not about the progressive redistribution of income and opportunity. So, 
in the crunch, the government cut programs and services, and laid plans to 
lower corporate taxes, right in the midst of a growing debt and healthcare 
crisis that was largely created because government revenue from the growth 
of extractive corporations was held to a minimum.

Sask Party rhetoric is quite telling. The SK Provincial Budget for 2011-12 
stridently says “While other jurisdictions see debt rising with deficit budgets, SK’s 

debt and interest payments are falling.”83  This was written when the net debt 
was around $3.78 billion and the resource revenue was around $2.3 billion 
annually. During previous years the net debt had been coming down, from 
$7.43 billion in 2007 to $3.56 billion in 2010. 

What was the basis for this bragging that debt would continue to fall? It 
was a naïve, ideological view that the global economic situation, which the 
Sask Party really had nothing to do with creating, would stay the same. But 
it didn’t and couldn’t; that’s not how the global corporate market works. But 
rather than change policies to ensure that the net debt didn’t start to increase 
(e.g. diversify the energy sector, raise resource revenues and corporate in-
come taxes), the Sask Party carried on as usual. And then, when its deficit 
and debt were mounting, with net debt now projected to be over $12 billion 
by 2018, and growing, it turned to the tax payer, not the resource corpora-
tions, who had profited so much during the “boom”, to bail out the province. 
And, we now find, that all along, the Sask Party has depended upon increas-
ing revenue from personal income and sales taxes and the sale of Crown land 
to keep the books looking as balanced as they could. All the rhetoric about 
trickle down, lower taxes, with no debt, was of course pure baloney. 

But if there is not a political opposition exposing and articulating these 
contradictions, then what is the voting public to know or to think? People 
believed in “the boom” even if their rising standard of living was built on 
accumulating personal as well as provincial debt. But critical ideas that could 
expose Wall’s narrative do not come from the sky. And you certainly can’t 
count on investigative journalists or critical social scientists to do all this 
work, although these can help. 
83 March 23, 2011.
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Our project monitoring the claims and outcomes of the Blakeney NDP 
government ended up as the Wilfrid Laurier University Press book, Social 

Policy and Social Justice. The review by University of SK Professor David 
Smith, in the Canadian Book Review Annual 1995, said “…the result, based on 

research that is both sophisticated and compelling, is an analytical achievement.” 
It called this project “…the most intensive discussion to date of a single govern-

ment’s performance in Canada.” It was the “scholarly selection” of CBRA for 
May-June 1997. 

To my knowledge no other group of public intellectual ac-
ademics has attempted this for the SK governments that 
followed the Blakeney NDP. The exception is some articles 
within D. McGrane (Ed.), New Directions in SK Public Policy 
(CPRC Press, 2011).84 The Centre for Policy Alternatives has 
picked up some of this critical policy work, but there remains 
an urgent need for more in-depth, historically-framed pub-
lic intellectual work! Just why is there such a deficit in public 
intellectual work? Is this in part a reflection of the university 
itself becoming more pro-corporate and neo-liberal?

To effectively expose and oppose the neo-liberal corporate populism 
of the Sask Party, SK people need to see through it. The rhetoric has to be 
critically and empirically examined. This can’t be done, opportunistically 
and selectively, to win votes; it has to be done systematically and thor-
oughly, between elections. But if the NDP shares much of the same un-

derlying worldview, about reaching the resource-rich promised land, 
then this vital work isn’t going to be a priority. There are therefore real 
historical reasons why SK is caught in its present political purgatory.

EXPOSING THE SASK PARTY:
If a progressive politics is to come out of the ashes of our present politi-

cal crisis, it will have to chip away at the credibility of the Sask Party narra-
tive and how its frames things. In Vision 2020 and Beyond, Brad Wall talked 
upfront about the importance of government building an “infrastructure 

that will maintain economic growth”. This is where the net debt of his govern-
ment was building up, with Sask Power, the Global Transportation Hub, 
Regina Bypass, etc.

Then, in the same breath Wall talked of SK becoming a “debt-free prov-

ince.” And, apparently with a straight face, he continued that “non-renewable 

revenue received by the provincial government will continue to pay down the debt.” 

84 See the review by John Warnock, Canadian Dimension, May 11, 2010.  
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Then, in Wall’s version of the promised land, he makes the big promise that 
“after the province’s debt has been fully retired, the government will establish the SK 

Heritage Fund.”
85

It’s somewhat back to the future. The Blakeney NDP failed to deliver 
on this, even though it had built up nearly $1 billion in its Heritage Fund. 
This Fund went empty helping build up the infrastructure to expand the 
non-renewable resource extraction industry. The Sask Party is now doing a 
similar thing. Premier Wall was obviously playing word games here, mak-
ing it sound like his social and economic policies will finally get us to the 
promised land, where resource revenue rids us of the debt, and we can create 
the rainy-day fund to get us through tough global market times. The tough 
times are here but it is only the resource corporations that have a rainy-day 
fund. 

As part of its SK Plan for Growth, in 2012, Brad Wall appointed Peter 
MacKinnon to investigate setting up a Futures Fund. MacKinnon recom-
mended that the province cap its use of resource revenues at the existing 
level and invest the rest into an arms-length agency. He strongly recom-
mended “a permanent SK Futures Fund…to become a lasting source of wealth while 

stabilizing government use of these volatile revenues.”86 But that was the last we 
heard of it. Like NDP governments before, the Sask Party spent everything 
it had, and more, with no foresight about, or commitment to, transitioning 
to a sustainable future. 

The Sask Party had to draw down its Contingency Fund by 
hundreds of millions of dollars to pay for extreme flooding 
and forest fires since 2011. It should come as no surprise that 
closet climate change deniers, in a province with an econo-
my perpetuating a record high per capita carbon footprint, 
would not include, in their budgeting process, the foresee-
able costs from the impacts of extreme weather.

The Sask Party is enslaved by neo-liberal ideology. It has been spewing 
its own quasi-religious political rhetoric about the coming promised land, to 
justify carrying on subsidizing corporate-driven resource growth, exports 
and profits. It is corporate growth that they like; that is their version of prov-
ince-building. But this vision is literally bankrupt and full of contradiction. 

The Sask Party promised the end to debt due to resource 

85 Vision 2020 and Beyond, P. 64.
86 P. MacKinnon, A Futures Fund for SK: A Report to Premier Wall on the SK Heritage Initiative, 
2013.
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revenue, but debt grew. And there have been no savings 
whatsoever from the “good years”. Meanwhile, those of us 
that were to benefit so much from this resource expansion 
are now forced, not asked, to sacrifice vital public services 
like STC and also pay more taxes to save the province from 
the debt it incurred to expand and subsidize the resource 
export economy.

It’s become an all too predictable SK story. And it is time to create a 
new one.
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It is not an academic matter to better understand and name a progressive 
alternative to neo-liberal or late capitalism. And the alternative is clearly 
not going to be some version of industrial socialism, which was a mirror-
image of the hierarchical, early-capitalist society. Perhaps we should start 
saying that we are working towards an ecological and equalitarian 

society.
The consequence of the global expansion of industrial-extraction and 

consumer-financial capitalism has not only been the perpetuation of the 
climate crisis but of a full-scale evolutionary crisis. Achieving sustainability 
means transforming the economy and becoming a society that respects 

and preserves natural systems. The extraction and toxic waste stream 
of non-renewables is not sustainable, and this doesn’t just apply to Alber-
ta’s tarsands. Uranium tailings and nuclear spent fuel are forever, 

and SK leads the way. Continuing to externalize costs upon nature and 
future generations is not acceptable. It is abundantly clear, with never-end-
ing economic and financial crises since the 1970s, that capitalist-oriented 
politics will not be able to provide a way forward.

After decades of resource extraction driving economic growth, wheth-
er managed by the mainstream political left or right, SK is not on a sus-

tainable path. We aren’t even having the basic discussion about what 
sustainability would look like here. Both the NDP and Sask Party have 
procrastinated converting to a low-carbon economy; neither has, so far, 
provided effective leadership to move towards renewable energy. We need 
to quickly put watershed and habitat protection, food security and overall 
environmental health at the centre of our provincial politics.

Brad Wall has vehemently opposed the carbon pricing policy of the 
federal Liberals, and he is supported in this by the new Conservative leader 
and SK MP, Andrew Scheer. But if we go back to 1997 we’ll find that the 
Romanow NDP also adamantly opposed the federal government signing 

seven
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the Kyoto Accord.87 I believe a resolution against Kyoto was also passed in 
the SK Legislature. After that, the Calvert NDP remained mostly passive 
in the face of the climate crisis. And here we are, in 2017, with SK hav-
ing surpassed Alberta as the province with the highest per capita carbon 
footprint.

Both NDP and Sask Party governments have been willing to 
financially support uranium mining while ignoring the con-
sequences of the end uses of this toxic, radioactive element. 
Both parties helped SK achieve the highest per capita ra-
dioactive footprint, anywhere on the planet. We should not 
forget that SK uranium was sold to Cameco’s partner, Tepco 
Corporation, which operates the Fukushima nuclear plants 
that “melted down” in 2011. There is a little bit of SK in the 
Pacific Ocean marine life being contaminated by the radio-
activity still spewing from these reactors.

Of course, we must vigorously resist any and all signs of an authoritar-
ian, ultra-nationalist corporate state. Our American friends are challenged 
by this daily, since Trump’s victory in the U.S. Electoral College. But are 
we going to be able to effectively resist authoritarian corporatism without 

a clear progressive alternative vision and program? This work can’t 
be reactive, it must be proactive and visionary; looking ahead. 

One of the reasons that SK people did not effectively resist the Sask 
Party eliminating the SK Transportation Company (STC), which has been 
our provincial public bus system for decades, is because the neo-liberal 
narrative, with its business-first bias, has permeated the mainstream of the 
province. Some people even seem to care more about a $300 million-dollar 
stadium for Rider Nation, than they do about looking after their neighbour 
or the natural systems that give life to us all.

It slips by some people when the Sask Party says that the STC never 
provided a satisfactory “business plan”, as if it had to be profitable to con-
tinue to provide this essential public service. This is likely how the Sask 
Party thinks about healthcare, and even education, though they aren’t like-
ly to say so in public, for the time being. The public transit buses in Regina 
or Saskatoon don’t provide a profit, but without them urban quality of 
life would be impossible. So why are the transportation needs of rural and 
northern people less important? Without public transportation into the 
north, indigenous women’s lives will be more at risk. The line has to be 
87 Romanow opposed the 6% reduction below 1990 levels of C02. See Edward Greenspon, 
Provinces Let Down at Kyoto, Klein Says, Dec. 12, 1997.
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drawn somewhere, and the right of rural and northern residents to have 
access to public transportation is critical. Expanded public transportation is 
also crucial for lowering our high collective carbon footprint. 

So just what did Premier Wall mean when he said that corporate eco-
nomic growth is a means to a better quality of life? He obviously didn’t 
mean anything at all.

MOVING FORWARD:
To develop a progressive alternative, we will have to go back to the 

historical drawing board, with the same pioneering commitment that de-
veloped the Regina Manifesto. And we can’t let short-term, partisan politics 
interfere. We have to be accurate and honest about the legacy of SK social 
democracy and our present historical challenges.

What are some of the big challenges for progressive politics here? The 
imperatives are becoming clear.

Ecological Protection: Eco-systems have to be put at the centre of 
our politics; ecological sustainability has to trump business-as-usual 
economic growth. We have to start to treat watersheds and water with 
respect and care. Both prairie grasslands and boreal habitats are at risk 
from toxic resource extraction and extreme weather, stemming from 
fossil-fuel driven climate change. SK has to quickly tackle its enormous 
carbon footprint and to finally cut its ties to the uranium and nuclear 
industry and go full speed ahead with the conversion to renewables. 
This translates into all policy areas and we should start talking seriously 
about what an Infrastructure for Sustainability would look like. It would 
clearly not be the infrastructure developed to extract and export toxic 
non-renewables.  Rather, watershed protection, food security and envi-
ronmental health are the emerging objectives. Refocusing will not only 
serve ecological sustainability but will help stabilize communities and 
create a more secure job market.

Food Security: SK is still known as an agricultural province, but we 
have a lot to do, and do differently, if we are going to be a force for 
food security. A progressive government will have to play a much more 
proactive role in the conversion to sustainable farming practices. The 
shift will be from an extraction to a harvesting perspective, including 
understanding that we harvest from the sun and atmosphere, and that 
human and environmental health are inextricably linked. “Mining the 
soil” is counter-productive. Our values – what we value – need to be di-
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rectly reflected in food growing practices. We need to value appropriate 
technology, not mass-scale agribusiness which does not respect the land 
or water. We need to value the distribution of good food; at present we 
waste 30% of the food that we buy. Meanwhile food banks continue to 
grow. Our relatively low food prices here cloak the environmental costs 
of our present “mining the soil” approach. Insights can be gleaned from 
traditional indigenous gathering and hunting, from ecological farming 
and ranching and from the wholistic, consumer health movement. A 
shift towards plant protein is going to be as important as the shift to 
renewable energy, in making the transition to a low-carbon society.

Human rights: There is an urgent need to shift our political culture 
to fully embrace human rights. Policies that support the goals of equal-
ity will enhance human rights. A progressive government needs to em-
brace feminist policy objectives, such as pay equity and child care. It has 
to stand against misogyny and systemic violence against women, and 
violence against indigenous and immigrant groups. It should prioritize 
work to end the severe violence against indigenous women. It needs to 
enhance work to protect cultural and sexual diversity. It should challenge 
any and all signs of white supremacy and Islamophobia. To do this we 
have to better understand and counteract the conditions that generate 
stereotypes and bullying, scapegoating and violence, and make a priority 
of addressing this among boys and men. Unregulated internet platforms 
are clearly part of the problem. We should work towards gender equality 
and cultural diversity in nomination processes and in the makeup of the 
provincial legislature.

Decolonization and Reconciliation: The settler political tradition 
needs to be surpassed with a progressive program for decolonization, recon-
ciliation and inclusive social justice. It is not enough to focus on reconcilia-
tion from past injustices, but to challenge and resolve injustices in our midst. 
The nature of resource neo-colonialism needs to be better understood and 
exposed. While massive wealth has been going to the resource industry, SK 
has created one of the highest rates of incarceration of indigenous people 
anywhere. Like the residential schools and the scooping of indigenous chil-
dren, SK’s over-incarceration of indigenous people will leave a huge legacy 
of individual and family trauma. SK also has one of the highest rates of indig-
enous child and family poverty. Social and economic policy therefore needs 
to specifically redress persisting, colonial-rooted, inequalities. We have to 
start to take the constitutional-treaty partnership serious.
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Electoral Reform: We see throughout SK’s political history how 
the first-past-the-post system has made SK politics more extreme. The 
winning of such overpowering majorities, which led to such damage by 
the Devine Conservatives after 1982 and Wall’s Sask Party after 2007, 
resulted from the disproportionality of the voting system. In the 2016 
election, the NDP went down to a record low of 30% support. But its’ 
seats went down to half of that (10 of 61 or 16%), which made it even 
harder for it to be an effective opposition. The NDP’s partisanship has 
limited its ability to reveal and expose what the Sask Party has been do-
ing to SK. But it is also simply lacking the number of bodies and minds 
to do this. It should ally more with public interest groups to help inform 
the greater population about what is occurring. We are likely going to 
face even greater political volatility and vulnerability in SK’s foreseeable 
future; therefore, electoral reform needs to be part of any progressive, 
rebuilding and re-visioning campaign. B.C. is now positioned to make 
a breakthrough on this; SK should also step up and give leadership for 
this change.

Social and Natural Sciences: SK needs to move beyond progres-
sive politics framed in terms of the settler social gospel, or more recent-
ly, liberation theology. We live in a multi-cultural, multi-faith society 
and need to draw on the progressive traditions within this vast and rich 
experience of humanity. Knowledge rooted in the natural and social sci-
ences, including about the vulnerabilities now faced by the prairie and 
boreal eco-systems, and about the structural basis and human costs of 
increasing inequality, needs to become front-and-centre in policy for-
mation. Political ideology based on religious or ethno-nationalist chau-
vinism or righteousness will never be able to nurture the progressive 
knowhow that is so desperately needed to serve the people of SK and the 
health of the planet.

Reforming Local Government: We need progressive reforms to 
the structure of municipal government in SK. Previous generations of 
CCF-NDP progressives fundamentally failed to do this, leaving munici-
pal governments to proliferate, fragment and too often deteriorate into 
a vehicle for local vested interests.88 It would be worth revisiting the 
recommendations of the CCF’s 1956 Royal Commission on Agriculture 
and Rural Life. The public interest is being sacrificed to the interests 

88 SK presently has 782 municipalities. While 40% of the population live in the two largest 
cities, we still have 460 urban municipalities.
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of the most persuasive, some might even say bullying, local interests.89 
This has helped shape a political culture hostile to the positive role of 
government, which has helped lay the bedrock for the mushrooming 
of neo-liberal collusion, conflict of interest and corruption. The Sask 
Party’s credos of deregulation and off-loading have had disastrous effects 
on the quality of local democracy. The proliferation of complaints since 
the Ombudsman’s mandate was expanded to include municipalities is 
one indication of the unfolding crisis in local government in SK.90 

Reforming Medicare: SK can no longer bask in the glory of Medi-
care. Medicare remains primarily a government insurance system, 
which is only a start.91 Canada not only has the most expensive pub-
lic healthcare system in the so-called developed world, but it has the 
worst public access. Multi-disciplinary primary care clinics, with sala-
ried health professionals, and a shift of resources to preventive-home 
care and chronic care, are most urgently needed. Public coverage needs 
to expand to dental and pharmaceutical care. The social determinants 
of health, including affordable housing, childcare and homecare, along 
with income security, have implications for policies across all areas, in-
cluding the resource economy. Environmental and human health are 
inextricably interrelated. It is time for progressive politics to pick up on 
this urgent call to action. SK has to step up, again, to help build public, 
environmentally-respectful healthcare.

Basic Income and Progressive Taxation: Growing inequality, 
along with steady job-replacing automation, is creating new generations 
of highly indebted and sporadically-employed youth. If progressive in-
terventions are not undertaken soon, a sub-culture, the Precariat, will 
continue to grow. Global immigration patterns are already accentuating 
this trend. Employment opportunities need to be more fairly distrib-
uted, though in an era of automation, full employment can no longer be 
the overriding progressive objective. It will never distribute wealth on a 
fair or equitable basis. It is therefore time to implement a basic income 
that ensures that all citizens can fully participate and contribute to the 
community and to the public good. Progressive taxation that fully taxes 

89 I have witnessed this first hand in my ten-year involvement with local government in the 
Qu’Appelle Valley.
90 In the first year of this expanded mandate, complaints about municipal government be-
came the third largest, behind corrections and social services.
91 Many of the more progressive aspects of Medicare, such as abolishing fee-for-service 
medicine, were abandoned during the Doctor’s Strike. See my “Unsung Heroes of Medicare”.
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the sheltered wealth of the 1% is needed to fund this and other vital 
public services. Public-based pensions have to be expanded quickly. The 
progressive vision must shift from economism to environmentalism, 
towards building a sustainable quality of life for all. A basic income is 
needed to help to stabilize society and our democracy. As with Medicare 
and electoral reform, provincial and inter-provincial measures will help 
lead the way. 
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MOVING BEYOND NEO-LIBERALISM
Politics in Saskatchewan needs a leap forward. We have to grow up. Our 

future sustainability depends on this and a longer, historical perspective 

will be required. Partisan politics won’t do.

The voter goes back and forth between the traditional right and left. This 

may be an act of self-defense to balance job opportunities and public ser-

vices, but it doesn’t work. The underlying direction and impact of the econ-

omy remains the same.

Brad Wall’s Sask Party is finally being compared to Grant Devine’s Conser-

vatives, which also left us with austerity and a huge debt. The comparison 

is long overdue. However, the underlying direction of the economy, with 

us becoming ever more dependent on toxic non-renewables under both the 

NDP and Sask Party, can no longer be ignored. We can no longer ignore the 

impact on the land, water, climate and overall quality of life.

Tommy Douglas used to refer to the Liberals and Conservatives as Twee-

dledee and Tweedledum. Are there, perhaps, new Tweedledees and Twee-

dledums in town?

There has been a steady shift towards neo-liberalism. And deregulation, 

privatization and austerity have deepened social inequality and ecological 

neglect. How did this happen? What really happened with Allan Blakeney’s 

Crown corporations and Roy Romanow embracing “New Labour’s” wealth 

creation? Why has the rhetoric about debt, taxes and quality of life become 

so hollow, so quickly, under Brad Wall’s regime?

There are important differences between the NDP and Sask Party; what-

ever their brand, the Conservatives always leave us in debt. But the policy 

directions of both parties have converged around corporate resource ex-

ports and trickle-down economics. Why did this happen? Do we need to go 

deeper, including into settler ideology? Isn’t it time for our colonial ideas to 

be unearthed and scrutinized?

This small book looks at our changing political culture from the CCF vic-

tory in 1944 to the Sask Party victory in 2007. It chronicles shifting settle-

ment patterns and economic sectors, from rural to suburban and from 

agriculture to mineral resources. It embraces a critical analysis of policy 

and fiscal matters, looking at outcomes, not promises. It shows continuity 

where our partisan politicians have encouraged us to see difference. When 

partisan polarization becomes deceptive and manipulative it doesn’t serve 

the greater public interest.

This discussion is long overdue. It is mandatory for us to find a sustainable 

way forward. The damage left by the Sask Party and the challenges to elect 

a new, progressive government cannot be grasped if we don’t, finally and 

fully, expose the consequences of neo-liberalism in our midst.


