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Winnipeg Foundation CEO Rick Frost says more than 80 per cent of Winnipeg’s registered charities operate in the health or social-service sectors.

Charitable sector crucial to economy

O
FTEN referred to as the “third sector” 
(along with business and government), 
charitable organizations play a key role in 

keeping the Manitoba economy strong. They do 
so by hiring locally, often from the communities 
they serve, and by allowing individuals with 
barriers to employment enter and remain in the 
workforce.

Despite their proven value and the fact that 
Canada is experiencing Great Depression levels 
of unemployment, the Pallister government an-
nounced last month that it is looking to claw back 
or cancel funding to service providers it doesn’t 
deem essential.

The rationale offered is that the cuts, which 
threaten the economic well-being of an entire 
sector, are necessary to pay for essential health-
care services. This ignores the fact the COVID-19 
pandemic is a crisis in both health and economic 
terms — one that can’t be addressed by treating 
one independently of the other.

Ignore the financial impact, and you have 
individuals with COVID-19 symptoms continuing 
to work, because they can’t afford not to; ignore 
the health impact, and you risk having businesses 
reopen before it is safe to do so. Any “strategy” 
that focuses on one but not the other is robbing 
Peter to pay Paul, and will only allow the virus to 
spread further while unemployment and business 
failures increase.

Rick Frost, chief executive officer of the Win-
nipeg Foundation, observed in the Free Press
recently that more than 80 per cent of Winnipeg’s 
registered charities operate in the social-service 

sector (55 per cent) or the health sector (28 per 
cent) — which calls into question how any fund-
ing to groups engaged in building a healthier 
Manitoba can be seen as “non-essential’ at this 
critical time.

Furthermore, when considering the state of the 
economy, defunding non-profits make even less 
sense. Not only are these agencies and organiza-
tions good financial stewards, they rely heav-
ily on volunteers and in-kind donations in ways 
government and private business cannot. As well, 
the private sector has been devastated, especially 
small businesses, and the province is going back 
on an earlier commitment to maintain public 
services at current levels.

With two of the three engines that drive the 
economy sputtering, cutting funding to non-
profits runs the risk of doing permanent financial 
damage at a time when all hands are needed on 
deck in the fight to keep our economy afloat.

With interest rates at an all-time low, the 
amount of money foundations have available to 
grant is immediately reduced. As well, record lev-
els of unemployment will severely hamper fund-
raising by both non-profits and organizations such 
as United Way Winnipeg, which is a major funder 
of the social-service sector.

Even if provincial funding is left at the previ-
ously committed levels, additional funding is 
essential in order to keep in place the services the 
non-profit sector provides.

The federal government announced recently 
that it would create an emergency stabilization 
fund for struggling non-profits, but the money 
committed is only a small part of what is needed. 
To date, Manitoba has relied heavily on federal 

programs to support our small businesses and 
non-profits, but with nine other provinces, four 
of which are facing massive levels of COVID-19 
infection, federal funding can’t go far enough.

Manitoba must bring its own chequebook to the 
table in order to keep vulnerable sectors viable.

For their part, most non-profit organizations 
working in social services and health have al-
ready begun talking directly to the communities 
they serve about the threats the pandemic poses 
to their future, from both a health and a financial 
perspective. But given the apparent unwilling-
ness of the government to listen or take advice 
from others, the sector has a challenge in terms 
of making itself heard.

For this to happen, charitable organizations 
must network up as well as out. “Networking up” 
means finding common cause at a wider level 
with other non-profits. “Networking out” is the 
process of bringing Winnipeg agencies together 
with non-profits in the rural and northern parts 
of the province. Broader, pan-issue networks, 
focused on preserving the charitable sector in 
Manitoba as a whole, will bring the most voices 
into play — which those in power cannot afford to 
ignore.

The charitable sector is more accustomed to 
raising the concerns of others. At this time, we 
need to raise our own concerns in order to con-
tinue to play an ongoing and vital role in contrib-
uting to Manitoba’s economic and social health.

John Hutton is the former executive director of the John Howard 
Society of Manitoba, and a consultant with Madskills Group, 
supporting the non-profit sector.

Pandemic isolation creates potential for abuse

SINCE COVID-19 self-isolation began in this 
country, at least 10 women have died as a result 
of domestic violence. The latest apparent victim 
was last week here in Winnipeg: 46-year old 
Marie Morin was killed on Friday; her 45-year old 
partner, Brandon Carl Starnyski, has since been 
charged with second-degree murder.

On April 11, another Winnipeg woman was 
killed as a result of alleged domestic violence, 
leaving three children without a mother. Police 
launched a Canadawide manhunt for her 42-year-
old partner on April 20; they had originally 
thought 34-year-old Julie Racette’s death was the 
result of a medical emergency, but upon investi-
gation determined it was a homicide.

Domestic violence is already an issue for Win-
nipeg police. Close to 17,000 calls were made to 
WPS in 2018 regarding domestic violence, up 3.3 
per cent from 2017 and an increase of almost 10 
per cent over five years. Manitoba has the dubi-
ous distinction of being one of the country’s homi-
cide capitals. It also has among the highest rates 
of death from domestic violence. In other words, 
if you live in Manitoba and you’re a woman, your 
chances of dying as a result of domestic violence 
are higher than if you live in Ontario.

When the statistics are tabulated for 2020, 
domestic violence numbers are anticipated to be 
even higher. Confinement, financial stress, child-

rearing struggles and the fear of the unknown 
are pushing people to the brink. It’s creating what 
many worry may be an epidemic of domestic 
violence across the country.

Despite this, Manitoba’s women’s shelters have 
noted a decline in use. Some suggest it’s because 
of the COVID-19 protocols in place to prevent out-
breaks, which require women to go through screen-
ing prior to being granted entry into shelters.

Intimate-partner violence is just one part of 
this toxic picture, in which homes are not safe 
sanctuaries. Violence against children is also 
an issue, and there hasn’t be a great deal of 
discussion about the effect the pandemic has on 
children’s safety.

According to Statistics Canada, Saskatchewan 
had the highest provincial rate of family violence 
against children in 2010 (the last year the statistics 
were available), but Manitoba ranked second (it is 
important to note that the territories had a signifi-
cantly higher rate than any of the provinces).

Calls regarding child abuse, however, are 
expected to go down during the pandemic. Why? 
Because the mandated reporters — daycare 
workers, teachers, babysitters, clergy — may no 
longer have full contact with kids, so the opportu-
nities to report abuse are lost. The violence goes 
underground.

Now that schools have stopped being the place 
where at-risk children could go to for solace and 
protection, there are concerns the self-quarantine 
issues will result in an escalation of child abuse 
for a variety of reasons.

First, there are fewer supports available to par-
ents who are already struggling. With the closure 
of government agencies and organizations, there 
are fewer places parents can go for assistance if 
they need help coping.

As well, COVID-19 may lead to an increase in 

addiction-related behaviour, including drinking 
or drug abuse. The increase in available free time 
could put children at further risk of physical and 
sexual exploitation.

In addition, with children spending more time 
online, there’s a greater opportunity for them to 
be at risk for exploitation from online predators. 
This can be a real concern for parents who are 
trying to monitor a child’s computer use while 
also juggling their own workload.

If parents are health-care workers, they may be 
working longer hours and self-isolating within the 
home, putting additional pressure on one partner 
or older siblings to assist. This may exacerbate 
stress and could end in abuse, particularly sibling 
violence, which is an overlooked form of family 
violence.

Sibling violence goes beyond the usual squab-
bling between kids — it’s intense, violent and 
harmful, and can have long-term effects on 
victimized children.

At the beginning of April, the Trudeau gov-
ernment provided up to $26 million to Women’s 
Shelters Canada to distribute to approximately 
575 violence-against-women shelters across the 
country. But not enough attention has been paid 
specifically to violence against children, and the 
effect COVID-19 will have on them.

If a home is already abusive, a child who is at risk 
has nowhere to hide. Self-isolation means essential-
ly being kept hostage in a space that isn’t safe.

This would be an intolerable situation for any-
one. For a child, it’s nothing short of tragic.

Shannon Sampert is a retired political scientist who works as a media 
consultant.

www.mediadiva.ca.
shannon@mediadiva.ca
Twitter: @CdnMediadiva

Bill 44 
disrespects 
Manitoba 
consumers
EVERY Manitoban who uses electricity and 
drives a vehicle will be affected by Bill 44, 
because it undermines our right to question 
the rates we pay to two important monopol-
ies — Manitoba Hydro and Manitoba Public 
Insurance. It is a step backward for consumer 
rights in our province.

In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when everyone is preoccupied with such 
pressing issues as the health of their family 
and the security of their jobs, the Pallister 
government quietly asked for public com-
ments about Bill 44 via its website, with a 
quick closing date. This is the opposite of 
meaningful public consultation and input.

On behalf of consumers across Manitoba, 
we have looked more deeply at Bill 44 and 
submitted a brief to the government, which 
includes the following three key areas of 
concern.

First, that we are losing independent, non-
governmental, third-party oversight of large 
monopolies in Manitoba’s marketplace. It 
is widely accepted that consumers’ right to 
access affordable, basic, essential goods and 
services, and to have choices among a variety 
of goods and services in the marketplace, is 
essential.

In Manitoba, we rely on the independent 
oversight of the Public Utilities Board to set 
rates and examine the business practices 
at both Manitoba Hydro and MPI. The PUB 
maintains a delicate balance between the in-
terests of monopoly corporations and ratepay-
ers by improving accessibility and consumer 
protections. 

This oversight by the PUB has served Mani-
tobans well. The board has consistently helped 
to slow Manitoba Hydro rate hikes over a 
number of years, based on careful examina-
tion and questioning of the utility’s business 
plans. This has saved consumers significant 
sums on their monthly energy bills; for ex-
ample, in 2018, the PUB reduced a proposed 
7.9 per cent Manitoba Hydro rate increase to 
3.6 per cent, saving Manitoba ratepayers more 
than $60 million annually. 

We urged the PUB to provide consumers 
with an Autopac rate rebate, which the 
government then announced on April 
23. Bill 44 specifically eliminates MPI 
rebates for drivers. 

In May 2011, MPI was ordered to issue an 
unprecedented rebate of 45 per cent to all 
policyholders, an average of $450 for every 
Manitoba driver. The PUB had discovered 
that MPI had $200 million more in its hands 
than it required for its personal-injury protec-
tion plan and, between 2001 and 2016, ordered 
rebates of nearly $600 million to Manitoba 
drivers.

We urged the PUB to provide consum-
ers with an Autopac rate rebate, which the 
government then announced on April 23. Bill 
44 specifically eliminates MPI rebates for 
drivers. 

Our second concern is about transparency 
and access to information for all interests in 
the marketplace. Consumers have the right 
to information about goods and services, 
including the impact of the production of 
those goods and services on communities and 
the environment. The PUB process helps get 
information out to the public regarding elec-
tricity, natural gas, auto insurance, payday 
lending and energy efficiency programs that 
would otherwise be very difficult for consum-
ers to access. 

Third, the public needs the opportunity 
to provide meaningful input. By stripping 
the PUB of much of its authority and many 
public processes, Bill 44 takes away our 
right, as Manitobans of all interests, to ques-
tion government monopolies and to have a 
meaningful voice in making decisions for the 
marketplace. While we may not agree with 
every PUB decision, we have confidence in 
the evidence-based process. 

For these reasons, we strongly urge the 
province to recall Bill 44. If the government 
wishes to consider reforms or revision of the 
PUB, legislation should be the last step in that 
process, not the first. Meaningful public and 
stakeholder engagement must begin before 
decisions have been made, when alternatives 
are still being discussed.

It should include both remote and in-person 
opportunities for input, must be widely ad-
vertised, and should never take place during 
a state of emergency, when Manitobans are 
occupied with other unprecedented concerns.

Gloria Desorcy is executive director of the Consumers’ Association 
of Canada (Manitoba).
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