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The past few 
years have 

seen a flurry of 
commentary about 
intergenerational 

fairness. There are substantial 
underlying issues that have led 
to this, perhaps best identified 
by Brian Lee Crowley in his book 
Fearful Symmetry.

Measured by almost any 
parameter, World War II is the 
most significant single event in 
human history. One of its most 
enduring legacies, the baby boom, 
is still with us. The existence of 
such a large generational block 
has set up a variety of cleavages 
in culture, public policy, and the 
economy.

Rich fodder for political 
commentary. This Issue of C2C 
Journal digs a layer deeper to 
ask what might be called the 
meta questions; how real is the 
generational divide, who if anyone 
is winning and losing and what, at 
a high level, should be the role of 
governments where generational 
groups interact?

Meredith Lilly kicks off 
by observing that there is 
something seductive about the 
neat organization of history and 
social trends into homogenous 
generational groups. We should 
demur, however. She argues that 
generations become less and 

less homogenous as they leave 
education, and that all cohorts 
have followed roughly the same 
pattern.

In case Lilly is wrong, Scott 
Hennig makes keen observations 
about how the fiscal implications 
of the Boomers’ retirement might 
affect the strategies of Canada’s 
historically pragmatic political 
parties, and how their chosen 
strategies might affect their 
success.

Garrett M. Petersen presents 
a cogent argument that reports 
conflicts are inherently political 
because politics is inherently 
confrontational. The market, 
Petersen argues, is a far more just 
way of ensuring justice for the 
unborn.

Continuing Petersen’s market-
salvation theme, Paul Pryce 
uncovers some stereotype-
busting numbers. It turns out 
the baby boomers are Canada’s 
leading entrepreneurs, and that 
Millennials would be better to 
follow their example, perhaps 
in cooperation with them, than 
stoking the effigy of idle and 
parasitic retirees.

Andrew Pickford echoes Lilly 
with his thought provoking 
comparison of Canada in 1972 
with Canada in 2019. Generations 
are one thing, he argues, but 
nothing compared to the external 

and internal changes that have 
affected all Canadians over this 
period.

Dan Osborne gripes, with some 
justification, that urban planners 
and property-rich baby boomers 
have conspired to withhold the 
supply of housing from Millennials 
in what may be the largest ever 
intergenerational transfer of 
wealth.

Finally, generational interloper 
Angela MacLeod Irons is bemused 
by the funny but somewhat 
narcissistic boomer P.J. O’Rourke 
in his recently published The Baby 
Boom.

If you’re like me, by the end 
of this Issue you’ll have a much 
richer view of the somewhat 
hyped rhetoric surrounding 
intergenerational politics. In the 
words of one author, generational 
differences are real, but they are 
not everything.

Finally, this is my final Issue 
of C2C.  I am returning to New 
Zealand to contest a seat in 
parliament.  Thank you for your 
readership, kind comments, and 
support.  Thank you especially 
to all of C2C’s talented 
contributors.  The new editor 
will be announced soon, and 
is an impressive and talented 
individual.  Until then, adieu.

David Seymour is editor of  
C2C Journal
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The illusion of 
generational politics

By Meredith Lilly

Generational thinking has all the useful simplicity 
of an elastic tape measure. What was once a 
straightforward term indicating the interval 

of time needed for daughters to become mothers 
has come to explain every change in behaviour over 
any length of time. A generation can mean the gap 
between parents and children, a cohort of people 
born in the same year that complete school and other 
social milestones together or simply a stage of life. 
It is, wrote Sigrid Weigel, the “master trope of the 
twentieth century.” 

Maintaining this trope takes effort. Distinct parcels 
of time do not form on their own; rather events 
unfold in an overlapping muddle of tastes, identities 
and experience, which we then sort in whichever 
way seems most sensible. Sometimes the results are 
illuminating. It would be difficult to draw lessons from 
history without some form of organization, but more 
often, the product of generational theory obscures the 
reality we endeavour to understand. The Millennial 
generation, my generation, is a testament to our 

increasingly desperate attempts to ascribe meaning to 
every cohort that ambles by.

How did we get here? Sociologist Karl Mannheim’s 
1923 essay “The Problem of Generations” is partially 
responsible. Mannheim expanded and popularized 
a definition of generation that distilled ideas from 
philosophy and history to create a tool for the analysis 
of social movements. He postulated that we are most 
sensitive to change when we are young, so historical 
events that occur during the generational coming of 
age fundamentally shape our worldview. Further, he 
suspected that the fresh perspective brought into the 
world by new generations would drive social change.

He stopped short, however, of suggesting we could 
predict the arrival of each significant generation or 
that every generation would have a distinct sense of 
unity and identity. As historian Annie Kriegel wrote, 
some cohorts are not generations at all but merely 
waves: distinct when they first appear but quickly 
engulfed with the rest. 

Youth is often confused with generational 
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distinctiveness. Describing the habits of teenagers 
as worrying trends suits a certain type of columnist 
who enjoys sounding the death knell for order and 
authority. The asocial drifter, the fiercely independent 
individual who has little regard for traditional 
institutions is a stereotype that has been applied in 
turn to baby boomers, Generation X and Millennials. If 
baby boomers and their new-found conservatism are 
any indication, we can rest assured that Millennials, 
too, will go on to mature and start families and adopt 
the traditions that so often accompany this process. 
The restless character of Millennials is likely not 
related to any historical phenomenon but rather is a 
stage of development common to humanity. 

To be fair, youth are 
particularly easy to pigeonhole. 
Public schooling standardizes 
our early life experience. 
Even those who attend non-
traditional schools or are 
educated at home are required 
to demonstrate that they have 
fulfilled the same requirements 
as everyone else, while public 
daycares and universities have 
lengthened the time we spend in 
this standardized environment. 
We have far more liberty to 
choose our life plans than past 
generations did, but to begin, 
the majority of us complete a 
predictable course of milestones 
based on our age. In the absence 
of stable social identities, 
studenthood is one of society’s 
most homogenous cliques. 

However, once school 
is completed, our long and relatively uniform 
life expectancies allow for unprecedented 
intergenerational socialization. For example, 
Millennials are sometimes called echo boomers, 
that is, the baby boom of the baby boomers. 
Demographical heft can make any group of people, 
no matter how dull, influential, but Millennials gain 
little strength from their numbers. Baby boomers, 
because of declining birth rates and increased life 
spans, continue to outnumber the echo generation in 
Canadian society. This may be distressing for those 
who believe with Max Planck that progress happens 
one funeral at a time, but for those who value the 
transfer of information between generations or who 

seek to preserve order, it is happy news. No matter 
how radical the latest editions, they are tempered, 
now more than ever, by the generations who came 
before. 

There are no rules to dictate what makes a 
generation noteworthy. Historian Wulf Kansteiner 
notes that a wide variety of criteria has been used to 
add an air of significance to any chosen cohort. War 
lends itself to this purpose (the Lost Generation, the 
Greatest Generation), as does demographic data 
(the baby boomers). Lately, we have made do with 
technology. Both Millennials and Generation X gleaned 
much of their meaning from digitalization. Generation 

X came of age as computers and 
technology became centrally 
important. Their youth culture 
centred on television, and their 
economic outlook involved 
learning to work in an emerging 
service economy. 

What supposedly sets 
Millennials apart is the 
acceleration of these in-
novations, an event that makes 
us, depending on who you ask, 
uniquely adaptive or uniquely 
distracted. Yet, this “new” 
phenomenon verges on cliché. 
Mannheim’s aforementioned 
essay, written nearly 100 years 
ago, expounded the “practical 
importance” of generational 
theory based on the “accelerated 
pace of social change 
characteristic of our time.” It 

will be interesting to see how many generations we 
can create on this premise before we are forced to 
admit that change in itself is not as momentous as 
it first appears. While technological innovation has 
undoubtedly reshaped the way we work and socialize, 
it is a much larger trend than can be contained, or 
properly explained, within a generational framework. 

The recession is perhaps the second most 
commonly cited Millennial influence, earning us 
the title “generation jobless” or, less elegantly, 
“generation screwed.” Millennials came of age during 
a recession that led to some hardship, chiefly a 15 per 
cent unemployment rate in 2008-2009, compared 
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with 8.3 per cent for the general population, along 
with anecdotal underemployment for the over-
educated. 

Youth unemployment numbers are usually much 
higher than general population numbers, reflecting 
in part the inclusion of 15 year olds in the youth 
cohort used by Statistics Canada, and a 15 per cent 
unemployment rate is not unheard of, but when 
coupled with boomer-generation comparisons, the 
situation appeared dire. What emerged from all of this 
was a grippingly dramatic story that combined the 
conflict between parent and child with class struggle 
and economic hardship: Baby boomers are aging and 
will need to be supported. Student debt is crippling. 
Globalization and technology are stealing our jobs. 

of a wide variety of economic forces at work for some 
time. This may not be the most cheering example, but 
it illustrates the simple fact that historical events tend 
to happen gradually, not suddenly. While generational 
categories can be too broad when attempting 
to answer questions regarding the evolution of 
technology, presenting data from one cohort to 
compare with another can yield a misleadingly 
narrow view. In its weaker moments, generational 
thinking can miss both the forest and the trees. 

All of this considered, what draws us to 
generational theory? Perhaps it comes down to the 
sense of certainty that the theory promises. People 
attempting to ground themselves in a historic way 
want very much for generational categories to be 

or that social life should go unexamined. Rather, 
tracing trends in taste, technology and economics is 
a worthwhile pursuit that generational thinking is ill-
equipped to facilitate. A poor theory is not benign, rather 
it confuses what it is meant to clarify and hides what it 
ought to reveal. When factual information is secondary 
to our commitment to find the next generation and 
endue it with meaning, the cost of maintaining the trope 
is nothing less than our grasp on reality.♦

Meredith Lilly is a writer in Toronto, Ontario. She holds a Master 
of Arts degree in political science from the University of Calgary 
as well as a Bachelor of Arts degree in political science from the 
University of Toronto. She has worked for the Frontier Centre for 
Public Policy, the Fraser Institute and the Prairie Policy Centre. 
Her political commentary has been published in various newspa-
pers across the country. 

meaningful. Generations give individuals a collective 
identity without bestowing 
any particular expectation or 
responsibility on its bearers. 
As a public identity, it is 
free of the divisions that the 
more traditional categories 
of identity politics, such as 
ethnicity, gender and class, 
entail. To be a Millennial 
first is to belong to an 
entirely new group, flexible 
and unencumbered by 
organization but real enough 
to frame individual struggles 
as collective endeavours.

This is not to say that the 
questions of generational 
theory should be ignored 

This story is 
remarkably similar to 
the plight of Generation 
X, who had things 
much worse. Youth 
unemployment was sig-
nificantly higher in 
both 1990 (17 per cent) 
and 1980-1981 (19 
per cent). Millennials 
are not remarkably 
disadvantaged so much 
as baby boomers were 
uniquely advantaged. In 
fact, economist Stephen 
Gordon noted that the 
youth unemployment 
rate in 2012 was the 
same as the median youth 
unemployment rate since 1976 – 14.1 per cent. While 
none is so blessed as the baby boomers, Millennials 
have had an ordinary welcome into the workforce. 
The popularity of the “generation screwed” label 
reflects the strength of a compelling story, not the 
strength of the supporting data. 

Popular analysis of the Millennial generation is 
rife with examples of how generational thinking fails 
to explain social trends. By ignoring Generation X, 
Millennials cannot begin to grasp how the economy 
has changed and therefore risk adopting a rather 
toxic identity. Andries van den Broek notes that even 
black Thursday, the day that marked the beginning 
of the Great Depression, did not result in “massive 
unemployment overnight” but was instead indicative 
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By Scott Hennig

Canada’s two storied political parties, the 
Conservatives and Liberals, have ruled the 
country for its entire existence. They have 

done so by embracing the big tent concept, cobbling 
together coalitions of diverse interests. 

Ideologues such as social conservatives, fiscal 
conservatives and libertarians have largely found a 
home in the Conservative Party. “Progressives,” social 
liberals and, at times, labour (although normally with 
the NDP) have often found their home in the Liberal 
Party tent. 

Liberals have historically owned the Catholic vote, 
while Protestants leaned Conservative. 

Regional cleavages have resulted in prairie 
socialists voting NDP in provincial elections but 
supporting the PCs, then Reform, then Conservatives 
during federal elections. 

Unionized workers have worked hard for the 
NDP while both the Liberals and Conservatives have, 
at different times, been viewed as the party of big 
business.

The truth is that religion, language, economic class, 
region and ideology have all been major factors in 
dictating the vote for, and shaped the policies of, 

Canada’s two main federal political parties since their 
inception. 

However, demographics – specifically the onslaught 
of retiring baby boomers – could play the largest role 
in dictating new cleavages in the political spectrum 
over the next two decades. In fact, due to entitlements 
promised to the rapidly retiring baby boomers, the 
left-right party system in Canada could be in for a 
significant shakeup.

Those who select an ideology or philosophy to 
follow are often disappointed with the Liberals’ and 
Conservatives’ occasional flip-flops or their complete 
abandonment of ideology. 

While the NDP’s recent regional alignment has put 
stress on its claim to be the purest ideologues in the 
Commons, the truth is that the ideological bend of 
Canada’s two main political parties has at many times 
been an afterthought. 

The 1891 federal election featured the 
Conservatives of John A. Macdonald defending 
their imposition of tariffs while their opponents in 
Wilfred Laurier’s Liberals pushed for “unrestricted 
reciprocity” with the United States. Nearly a 
hundred years later, Brian Mulroney’s Progressive 
Conservatives campaigned in the 1988 election on 
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only 16 per cent of the 18 to 29 vote. 
Conversely, the NDP could muster 
only 19 per cent of the 60-plus vote 
but 34 per cent of the 18 to 29 vote. 
The Liberals, on the other hand, were 
largely supported equally by every 
age range (32 per cent to 35 per 
cent). 

An Ekos poll last fall showed 
similar results, with the 
Conservatives gaining nearly 32 per 
cent of the 65-and-over vote and only 
18 per cent of the under-35 vote. The 
Liberals, again, saw similar numbers 
in nearly every age range (34 per 
cent to 41 per cent).

The silver lining for the 
Conservatives is that older Canadians 
are more likely to vote than younger 
Canadians. Data from the 2011 
federal election show that more than 

75 per cent of Canadians between the ages of 65 and 

will be down to 2.7 to 1. 
Put another way, in 2010, 14 per cent of Canada’s 

population was over 65 years of age. By 2030, 23 per 
cent will be over 65. 

Politically, this would seemingly be good news 
for Canada’s Conservative party. Traditionally, older 
Canadians have preferred the Conservatives, while 
the NDP has been the choice of Canada’s youth. 
Recent polling backs this up, showing that despite the 
Conservatives trailing the Liberals overall in voting 
intention, the polls get a lot closer once you look at 
those aged 65 and over. 

An Environics poll last summer gave the 
Conservatives 36 per cent of the 60-and-over vote and 

a free-trade deal with the United States, and John 
Turner’s Liberals fiercely opposed it.  

The Liberals under Laurier also strongly supported 
provincial rights, while the Conservatives favoured 
greater federal control over the nation. This was first 
demonstrated by Macdonald’s argument for Canada 
to be a unitary, rather than a federalist, state. Liberals 
eventually embraced the idea of a large, powerful 
federal government – especially one that could 
litter Québec with financial incentives to stay within 
Canada. Today, the Conservative Party would tend to 
support provincial rights significantly more so than 
in the past; this is best demonstrated by the Harper 
government’s tendency to reject foreign takeovers 
opposed by the provinces.  

The current Liberal leader, 
Justin Trudeau, voted in favour of 
mandatory minimum sentences 
for growing marijuana in 2009 but 
moved to favour decriminalization in 
2012 and full legalization in 2013.

These about-face changes in 
position or ideology did not happen 
overnight or through a leadership 
coup (although had David Orchard 
beaten Peter MacKay for the 
Progressive Conservative leadership 
in 2003, that could have happened on 
free trade). They evolved over time, 
based on the ability of the political 
party in question to form a large 
enough voting bloc.

With a significant demographic 
shift in Canada already under way, 
another very startling positional or ideological shift 
could be in its infancy today.

❝Increased 

use of 

pharmaceuticals 

by an aging 

population 

is one of the 

largest factors 

in this growth 

– up by more 

than 10 per cent 

a year from 

1998-2008.~
74 voted versus only 39 per cent of those 18 to 24.

The bottom line is this: The number of seniors is 
growing, these seniors nearly always vote, and they 
are most likely to vote Conservative.

It is in no small part due to our voting system that 
single-interest political parties have a tough time 
existing, let alone wielding any influence in Canada. 
Otherwise, these growing numbers of retirees might 
create a seniors-focused party and seek election. In 
Europe, with its proportional voting systems, these 
same demographic shifts are resulting in the founding 
of seniors parties, or ‘grey parties,’ dedicated to 

Canada’s post-war baby boom is generally 
described as the years between 1946 and 1964. 
During this 18-year period, Canadian mothers went 
from giving birth to about 250,000 children a year to 
nearly 500,000. 

Baby boomers started to retire about five years 
ago, but the bulk of them will retire over the next five 
to 10 years. We have already seen the ratio of workers 
to retirees drop from 5.4 to 1 in 2000 to 4.6 to 1 today. 
The federal government projects that in only six years 
this ratio will be down to 3.6 to 1 and then by 2030 it 
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increased at a pace of 7.5 per cent a year. While these 
levels of growth have slowed of late with mounting 
provincial and federal deficits, demographic factors 
make up a sizeable portion of that growth. 

Increased use of pharmaceuticals by an aging 
population is one of the largest factors in this growth 
– up by more than 10 per cent a year during the same 
period. 

More seniors, living longer, mean more entitlement 
program costs as well as more health care costs. 

With seniors and health care costs eating up 
larger chunks of federal 
and provincial budgets, 
such areas as education and 
infrastructure will bear the 
brunt and see their share 
drop. 

With the significant 
increase in our senior 
population comes a sig-
nificant cost pressure on 
the bulk of taxpayers who 
will be footing the bill. While 
demographic shifts mean 
more seniors they also mean 
fewer non-seniors to pay 
the bills. Whereas five or 
six Canadian workers could 
once share the tax load of 
providing services to one 
senior, fewer than three 
workers will soon be asked 
to shoulder an even larger 
load.

Demographic shifts, 
longer lives and the 
resulting rising costs 
for seniors’ entitlement 
programs have been the 

genesis for entitlement reform around the world. In 

protecting or even enhancing seniors’ benefits. In 
the Netherlands, the 50PLUS party was founded in 
2009, and it now holds nine provincial legislative 
seats, two seats in the national parliament and one 
senate seat. The HSU (Croatian Party of Pensioners) 
won an important three seats in 2003, giving it the 
kingmaker role in parliament and winning pension 
enhancements. 

Even without the type of pension improvements 
some seniors groups are achieving, due to the glut 
of baby boom retirements, there will be a significant 
financial impact on our nation. 

Old Age Security (OAS) 
and the Guaranteed 
Income Supplement are 
the major government 
programs providing 
financial assist ance to the 
elderly. Cur rently, as long 
as a senior is earning less 
than $115,000 ($230,000 
for a couple) and has lived 
in Canada for a decade, he 
or she is eligible to collect 
OAS.

The federal govern-
ment’s OAS costs are 
projected to grow at 5.3 
per cent per year between 
2013 and 2019. This 
growth is higher than the 
projected nominal GDP 
growth, above inflation, 
and certainly more than 
core program spending, 
which is expected to drop 
over this same period. 

In 2011-2012, spending 
on benefits for seniors 
made up 15.6 per cent of 
all federal government expenditures. In 2017-2018, 
it will make up 18.6 per cent ($52-billion). Canada’s 
chief actuary projects that by 2030, elderly benefits 
will consume 23 per cent of all federal spending.

Health care costs are also expected to continue to 
grow faster than inflation, thus continuing to eat up 
larger and larger chunks of provincial spending. The 
Canadian Institute for Health Information estimates 
that between 1998 and 2008 health care spending 

2007, Germany moved its retirement age from 65 
to 67 and is now considering a move to 69. Also in 
2007, the United Kingdom started increasing its age 
of retirement gradually from 65 to 68. Despite making 
the decision in the 1980s to raise the retirement age 
to 67 (starting in 2003 and finishing in 2025), U.S. 
politicians continue to debate further ‘entitlement 
reform.’ In 2009, Australia raised its old age pension 
eligibility from 65 to 67. The Netherlands is moving 
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its retirement age to 66 in 2019 and 67 in 2023. 
Likely due to mounting pressure from its 

international counterparts, Canada’s Conservative 
government finally made a timid decision in 2012 
to increase the OAS collection age from 65 to 67 
between 2023 and 2029 – intentionally passing over 
the vast majority of baby boomers. This was after 
the Conservatives promised in the 2006 and 2011 
elections not to cut seniors’ pensions. To date, the 
Conservatives have continued to refuse to move the 
Canada Pension Plan (CPP) eligibility age up from 65. 

Just as with the Republicans in the United States, 
ideologically, the Conservatives in Canada would 
seem to be the natural party 
to cut spending on entitlement 
programs, reduce the size of 
government and avoid future tax 
hikes for younger workers. 

However, seniors (who are 
most likely to vote Conservative) 
are the most likely to oppose 
reductions in senior entitlement 
programs – particularly OAS – 
even if it means higher taxes for 
younger Canadians.  

And it is not just the 65 per 
cent of seniors who would 
vote for parties other than the 
Conservatives who are opposed 
to entitlement reform. 

In the 1990s, the Reform Party 
counted amongst its biggest 
supporters older Canadians who 
favoured reduced spending to 
balance the budget, cut taxes 
and pay down the debt. Many of 
these same people have been donors to, and strong 
supporters of, the fiscally conservative Canadian 
Taxpayers Fed er a tion (CTF).

However, many older, fiscally conservative CTF 
supporters recoil at the idea of pursuing CPP age 
increases or OAS cuts. 

A 2011 CTF supporter survey offered 30 different 
policy options for the CTF to pursue, asking 
supporters to rank them in order of priority. Raising 
the retirement age came in 29th – the second lowest 
of all the options.  

In a survey of CTF supporters conducted in 

December 2013, 39 per cent of those over the age 
of 75 preferred significant reductions to OAS, with 
only 1 per cent in favour of eliminating the program. 
Nearly a third of age 75-plus CTF supporters favoured 
increasing OAS costs by eliminating all income-based 
clawbacks. Conversely, 71 per cent of those between 
25 and 35 favoured significant reductions to OAS, 
including 25 per cent who gave the thumbs up to OAS 
elimination. 

The Conservatives might have the support of many 
seniors who think governments should balance the 
budget, but they will lose a sizeable number of these 
seniors if they want to balance the budget through old 

age entitlement reform. 
As the importance of the senior 

vote grows with every retiring 
baby boomer, the Conservatives’ 
desire to further tackle OAS 
payments will also drop. Seniors 
have become just too important a 
voting bloc for the Conservatives 
to risk alienating them through 
reductions in payments to the 
elderly.

This could put significant 
stress on the big tent and shift 
the current left-right political 
spectrum to one that cleaves 
based on age.

Ideological fiscal conser vatives 
and libertarians un der the age 
of 40 could feel particularly 
unwelcome in a Conservative 
party that favours cannibalizing 
other spending areas (or worse, 
tax hikes) to give seniors an even 

bigger piece of the pie. 
Non-ideologically driven swing voters under the 

age of 40 may also soon view the Conservatives as 
a ‘grey party’ and look to other options to represent 
their interests. 

Where will they turn? The NDP skews young but 
has tended to be the purest ideologically. In other 
words, it is unlikely to make an about-face on its 
positions and suddenly oppose tax hikes or support 
entitlement reform. 

The Liberals are the most likely to attract these 
under-40 fiscally conservative voters. Why? They have 
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❝Likely due to 
mounting pressure 
from its international 
counterparts, 
Canada’s Conservative 
government finally 
made a timid decision 
in 2012 to increase 
the OAS collection age 
from 65 to 67 between 
2023 and 2029 – 
intentionally passing 
over the vast majority 
of baby boomers.~



proven highly malleable when it comes to party policy 
(e.g., free trade, drug legalization, deficits). Further, 
they have a recent track record of good financial 
management, having balanced the budget from 1997 
through 2005. Moreover, they are currently making 
a play for libertarians and younger voters with the 
adoption of such policies as marijuana legalization.

Again, some of Canada’s most fiscally conservative 
voters – supporters of the Canadian Taxpayers 
Federation – have begun to support a move to legalize 
marijuana. This is especially true for the younger 
demographic. In the December 2013 CTF supporter 
survey, 69 per cent of those between the ages of 25 
and 35 supported legalization of marijuana. The 
support drops to 64 per cent for those 36 to 50 and 
continues down to only 36 per cent of those over 75.

If, over the next two decades, the Conservatives 
predictably shift their policies to attract and protect 
the powerful seniors voting bloc, ideological fiscal 
conservatives and libertarians under the age of 40 
could very well abandon the Conservative Party. 
If they find their new home in a Liberal Party that 
is open to being more hawkish on spending and 
opposed to tax hikes, the Liberals could leapfrog the 

Conservatives on the right, thereby fracturing the 
current left-right party spectrum.

Of course, the opposite could come true. The 
Liberals, in either the 2015 or 2019 federal election, 
could promise to repeal planned OAS changes, 
currying favour with seniors and those on the verge 
of retirement, stealing the senior vote from the 
Conservatives. 

Whichever way the next decade plays out, the 
imminent intergenerational political fight will decide 
how Canada is governed. It will also dictate whether 
the Conservative Party remains the home for fiscal 
conservatives or whether the Liberals embrace their 
Laurier roots and turn the party system on its head.♦ 

Scott Hennig is the Vice President, Communications for the Cana-
dian Taxpayers Federation. Scott worked as a speechwriter and 
public policy researcher with the Government Members' Research 
Branch in Edmonton before becoming the Alberta director.  He 
served as the CTF's Alberta director from 2005 until 2012 when he 
was promoted to Vice President, Communications. He is a graduate 
of the University of Alberta where he received his Bachelor of Arts 
degree in Economics. Note: The views expressed in this commen-
tary are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views 
or positions of the Canadian Taxpayers Federation.
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Market versus political 
cooperation amongst 

generations
By Garrett M. Petersen

Considering all the government policies that 
compel the young and the unborn to pay for 
their elders’ retirements, such as the Canada 

Pension Plan (CPP), unfunded public pensions 

and the buildup of public debt, it can seem as if the 
interactions between generations are all negative and 
exploitative. However, we must recall that the young 
can only hope to meet these obligations because 
of the tremendous assets that were set aside for 
them by previous generations. These assets are the 
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tangible elements of the co-operation between all 
past generations and the new generation. The extent 
to which different generations co-operate depends on 
the institutions through which they interact. Presently, 
adult generations interact with future generations 
through government and markets. Those presently 
alive are always the first movers, and in politics, this 
means that the current crop of politicians can impose 
legislation on future generations before they are 
born or are old enough to participate in the political 
process. However, when people interact with future 
generations through markets, they are constrained by 
the knowledge that those future people will be born 
with not only hands and minds with which to produce 
but also with property rights over the products of 
their labour. Thus, market interactions with future 
generations must be consensual; in order to finance 
their retirements 
with the products of 
future generations’ 
labour, the present 
generation must 
offer something of 
value in return.

The often sel-
fish intentions of 
producers and 
con sumers drive 
the market, but 
voluntary exchange 
turns these selfish 
intentions toward 
benevolent ends, 
as voluntary exchanges only occur when both 
parties expect benefits. All exchanges require some 
preparation, and these preparations, or investments, 
often begin long before the exchange takes place. We 
are all the beneficiaries of past investments, whether 
made by software developers in the 2000s, petroleum 
engineers in the 1980s or bricklayers and carpenters 
in the 1930s.

It may seem absurd that the bricklayers and 
carpenters of the 1930s, working to provide for 
themselves and their families at the height of the 
Great Depression, were in fact working for the benefit 
of people living in the present. And yet, those who 
commissioned the building of new homes in the 
1930s did so with the intention of selling them to 
people who derived benefits from living in them or 
renting them out in the 1930s or from being able to 
resell them to later dwellers. These dwellers in turn 

derived value both from their own use and from 
their ability to resell, and so on, up to and beyond 
the present day. Thus, a house built to last until 1960 
is not as valuable as one built to last until 2030, and 
the value of sturdy buildings reflected this even in 
1930 when the concerns of 2030 were on no one’s 
mind. Those bricklayers and carpenters were indeed 
building sturdier structures for the people of today, 
not because they necessarily cared about our well-
being but because the market encouraged them to 
do so. In contrast, the politicians of the 1930s, and of 
every time and place, were not working to pass value 
on to future people but to pass on obligations and 
debts, as per their incentives.

The political obligations passed down from each 
generation to the next represent the political class’s 

relentless attempts to 
prevent the setting aside 
of resources, to free these 
resources to be distributed 
as political largesse in 
the present. While the 
market is fundamentally 
forward-looking, politics 
looks only as far as the 
next few elections. Unlike 
investors, whose returns 
derive from the value 
they create for future 
consumers, politicians do 
not require the approval of 
anyone outside of a voting 

booth on one of a small number of election days. If 
the voters on those election days place some value 
on the well-being of future people, then politicians 
have some incentive to appear to be working for the 
benefit of those future people. However, politicians 
act in the interest of those future people only to the 
extent necessary to satisfy the voters of the present. 
Every bit of wealth set aside for future people is 
wealth politicians cannot use to appease the interest 
groups of today, so successful politicians are likely 
to be those who can convince voters of their concern 
for the future as cheaply as possible. Entrepreneurs 
have to deliver the goods before they can earn a cent; 
politicians only have to convince voters that they will 
deliver the goods eventually. Outside of government, 
we have a term for people who get what they want 
from others by promising future benefits that they 
have no intention of delivering: We call them con 
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artists. A con artist in politics is like a wolf among 
sheep: Since each voter has a vanishingly small 
chance of deciding an otherwise tied election, no one 
voter has enough incentive to check any politician’s 
honesty. Only this rational ignorance on the voters’ 
part can explain their full-throated support for some 
of the more bizarre policies imposed on them.

For instance, one would think that few coffee 
lovers would support a policy that taxed them to 
pay café owners not to brew them coffee, and yet 
this is precisely what popular government programs 
such as the CPP do. The brewing and selling of a 
fresh cup of coffee requires the development of 
agricultural land for bean production, the design 
of distribution networks and the 
creation of storefronts and kettles, 
and all of these things require 
people to invest long before the 
coffee can be made and served. 
The CPP encourages the middle-
aged workers of one generation 
to save less for their retirements 
by promising them a portion of 
the revenue taxed from the next 
generation of workers. Unfunded 
public pensions perform the same 
function in the public sector: They 
replace workers’ savings with 
claims on future taxpayers. Some 
of the resources that the CPP and 
unfunded public pensions prevent 
workers from saving would have 
gone toward investments in future 
coffee establishments, so the future 
people paying into the CPP are 
really paying for the privilege of 
having less coffee served to them 
and of having fewer consumer goods in general. The 
CPP’s chief actuary boasts of the sustainability of the 
CPP: Twenty per cent of its liabilities are paid for 
with investment income rather than with present 
contributions. Working Canadians should take little 
solace in the fact that 20 per cent of this program 
does for them what any private mutual fund could do, 
and the other 80 per cent forces them to pay for the 
privilege of not being transacted with. 

Another way governments redirect resources from 
investment to present largesse is by issuing debt. 
When one saves, one can invest in the private market 
or buy government debt. Investments in the private 
market can only yield returns by creating wealth. 

Firms use the resources set aside when people save in 
the early stages of production processes, and investors 
can be paid only because those production processes 
eventually create something of value that someone 
else is willing to pay for. Thus, investments in the 
private market are mutually beneficial to the savers 
and to the future consumers who buy the output 
created with the resources set aside by the savers 
if the investments are in fact productive. Mistakes 
happen, but the costs of mistakes are borne by the 
people who make them. When governments issue 
bonds, they compete with private investments for 
the resources set aside by savers. Instead of offering 
savers a part of the proceeds from a productive, 

❝…Market 
interactions 
with future 
generations must 
be consensual; 
in order to 
finance their 
retirements with 
the products of 
future generations’ 
labour, the present 
generation must 
offer something of 
value in return.~

long-term project, they offer savers 
a claim on future taxpayers. They 
do not require the consent of future 
taxpayers, so government debt is 
not generally a mutually beneficial 
proposition. Government debt may 
be mutually beneficial to savers and 
to future taxpayers if the government 
issues bonds to make long-term 
investments in things such as sturdy 
bridges and highways or educating 
the next generation of workers. 
However, this presumes that the 
bridges will be built where people 
need them and that children will be 
educated in the subjects that they 
really ought to learn. Since people do 
not pay for public bridges and public 
schools, we have no way of knowing 
their true value. More often than not, 
governments issue debt to finance 
current consumption for the political 
reasons outlined above. When they do 

this, the effect is the same as that of the CPP: They tax 
one generation to pay the previous generation not to 
transact with them through private investment.

Even at the local level, politicians deliver benefits 
to present constituents at the expense of future 
residents through land-use regulations (e.g., zoning 
laws) that restrict the construction of new buildings. 
These restrict the supply of indoor space for various 
uses, driving up the prices of existing buildings. 
Existing housing spaces, basement suites for 
instance, are more valuable when regulations limit 
the construction of new apartment buildings. Not 
only are these regulations a particularly perverse 
form of redistribution, from poor renters to wealthy 



By Paul Pryce

Amidst the rhetoric of intergenerational warfare 
and a pending pension penumbra, there is 
a harmful caricature popular among youth 

and some segments of the media. This effigy of the 
baby boomer, members of that generation born 
between 1946 and 1965, portrays those approaching 
retirement as lazy and feeling entitled, promising 

each other generous social benefits with little care or 
concern for the financial impact on future generations. 
But this is hardly an accurate representation of those 
approaching the age of retirement. According to 
recent statistics, boomers are not sedentary takers but 
people finding new ways to innovate and contribute 
to the Canadian economy well past the age of 65.

A recent CIBC report finds that more than 30 per 
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homeowners, they are another example of politicians 
intervening in the market to benefit a current interest 
group at the expense of future consumers. Future 
generations will find that entrepreneurs are unable to 
build to meet their housing needs, and they must pay 
exorbitant prices to own or rent the limited stock of 
housing.

The recognition that politicians’ incentives are 
inherently myopic while the market rewards the 
forward-looking is a powerful tool for understanding 
a wide range of legislations. The voter turnout among 
the unborn is always zero, so it should surprise no 
one that unborn generations lose out in the political 
process. The political impetus to override market 
incentives to save and invest can be seen everywhere; 
it is not confined to one end of the political spectrum. 
What this all means is that politics is a particularly 
perverse tool for interacting with future generations; 
our political representatives have no strong incentive 
to pass genuine benefits on to future people. If we 
care about future generations, we should reject the 

idea that the state has a legitimate role in managing 
our economic lives. Just as Canadians have soundly 
rejected the state’s role in regulating what consenting 
adults do in their bedrooms, we should reject the 
state’s role in regulating what consenting adults do in 
the marketplace. Consenting adults, with the guidance 
of market incentives, are better motivated and better 
equipped to serve each other’s needs than are any cadre 
of politicians and bureaucrats. Market incentives have 
created an entire class of people, known as investors, 
whose sole purpose is to act on behalf of future 
consumers. Thus, through the market, the unborn can 
have their indirect say on the use of scarce resources in 
the present. To curtail the market is to deny the unborn 
their voice. This is both unjust and undemocratic; our 
collective grandchildren deserve better.♦

Garrett M. Petersen is an economist living in Victoria, BC. He 
holds an MA from Queen’s University and a BSc from the Uni-
versity of Victoria. He runs The Economics Detective channel on 
YouTube.

Boomers:  
The true start up 

generation



cent of Canadian start-ups are owned by those over the 
age of 50, more than double the proportion owned by 
this demographic in 1990. In contrast, those under the 
age of 30 account for less than 3 per cent of start-up 
ownership, with only 40 to 49 year olds coming close 
to the rate of ownership among those over 50 at just 
under 30 per cent. The share of new businesses owned 
by baby boomers is also rapidly increasing. Between 
2007 and 2012, start-ups achieved tremendous 
growth among those aged 50 to 59 (approximately 
30 per cent) and 60 to 69 (approximately 40 per 
cent), while growth among other demographics over 
that same period was either negligible or, in the case 
of those aged 30 to 39, negative (at least -20 per 
cent). Contrary to the stereotypes, 
the start-up generation is not 
Generation Y, namely those born 
between the early 1980s and the 
early 2000s. Instead, it is the baby 
boomers, so often depicted as out 
of touch with technological trends 
and the changing nature of work, 
who have embraced this new form 
of entrepreneurship.

This is in part due to the 
increased longevity of Canadians, 
as well as the higher level of health 
enjoyed by individuals in their later 
years as compared with previous 
generations. According to a recent 
Harvard study, disability rates have 
fallen considerably among seniors. 
In addition, the study found that 
old age begets older age among 
Americans. Although the average 
life expectancy among American 
males is currently 77.6 years, a 
65-year-old man can expect to live 
to 81 or 82 years of age. Canadians 
enjoy even greater longevity according to the latest 
figures. Boomers have an average life expectancy of 
81.1 years (78.8 among males, 83.3 among females). 
Those Canadians living to 65 years of age can expect 
on average to live to 85 years of age (83.5 among 
males, 86.6 among females).

When Social Security began in the United States 
in 1935, the average life expectancy was roughly 61 
years of age.  This figure is quite low, in part due to 
historically higher rates of infant mortality. Even so, 
when the Canadian pension system was articulated 
between 1957 and 1965, few would have imagined 

a retirement lasting roughly 15 years. It makes sense 
that few pensioners would enjoy 15 years of torpidity 
either. Running a start-up has clearly come to be seen 
as a happy middle state. The baby boomer can take it 
easy and enjoy a potentially slower pace of work away 
from the office, but at the same time, start-ups offer 
opportunities to remain active and to maintain an 
overarching sense of purpose.

In this sense, it is intuitive that boomers 
would embrace start-ups, embarking on a type 
of employment lite in their later years. What is 
surprising, however, is that Generation Y has been 
much more reluctant to explore these opportunities. 

With youth unemployment as 
high as 14.7 per cent in 2012, 
members of Generation Y have 
been turning increasingly to non-
traditional forms of work in order 
to make a living.  In 2012, 13.6 per 
cent of the Canadian workforce 
was employed in a temporary 
position, either through a fixed-
term contract or through a temp 
agency. There is a lack of reliable 
figures regarding internships, but 
estimates suggest that as much as 
1 per cent to 1.5 per cent of the 
workforce is employed as interns 
at any given time. 

Although these jobs are non-
traditional in the sense that they 
are not permanent positions, 
they are part of the traditional 
work culture that sees employees 
working for big, well-established 
institutions. Clearly, with youth 
unemployment lingering at such 
high levels, that traditional work 

culture is not working out for Generation Y.
The reluctance among Generation Y to take the 

plunge and create jobs for themselves merits some 
consideration. According to the same CIBC report 
cited previously, start-ups grew approximately 10 per 
cent among those aged 20 to 29. While respectable in 
its own right, this rate pales in comparison with the 
tremendous growth enjoyed among those over the 
age of 50. 

Part of this hesitation may stem from a relative lack 
of contacts and experience. Baby boomers have had 
decades to develop connections in their chosen fields. 
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for the financial 
impact on future 
generations. But this 
is hardly an accurate 
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These connections can become clients, suppliers, 
partners and promoters. On the other hand, even 
the most gregarious and outgoing youth will find it 
challenging to develop as strong a support base for 
their business as the boomer who has been networking 
for decades. The experience that comes with having 
previously owned and operated a small business also 
lends a sense of comfort to baby boomers. For youth 
with little previous employment experience, the 
decision to go for it and start a business is intimidating 
– it is one thing to take the plunge but it is another to 
do it in unfamiliar waters. There is some supporting 
evidence for this: Of Canada’s start-up owners in 
2012, 80 per cent had previously been self-employed 
at some point in their careers.

Noting the relative lack of experience and 
connections among younger gen er ations is not 
intended to explain 
away higher rates 
of unemployment 
among youth, nor is 
it intended to excuse 
the low rate of youth 
involvement in the 
Canadian start-up 
industry to date. After 
all, innovation is never 
without risk. Even with 
a wealth of connections 
and experience, as well 
as some capital, a start-
up founded by a baby 
boomer can fail just as 
readily as a Generation 
Y business can. The 
reluctance to innovate and contribute through non-
traditional work, therefore, is a generational issue 
and one that Millennials will have to confront if 
prognostications of financial gloom and doom, of a lost 
generation, are to be forestalled.

However, there are some signs of hope that 
Generation Y might catch up. This stems from the 
changing nature in angel investors. Whereas start-
ups were once dependent on government grants or 
capital from large investment firms, the wake of the 
global recession has seen a growing role for individual 
investors. These angel investors provide capital in 
exchange for convertible debt or ownership equity. In 
some cases, advice and expertise might be provided 
to portfolio companies. A growing number of these 
investors are successful start-up owners themselves, 

saving money to invest in other newer start-ups. This 
could well be the remedy to risk aversion among 
youth. Angel investors with experience in a similar 
field could provide crucial advice and capital to get 
new Generation Y start-ups off the ground. 

Canadian society is on the verge of unprecedented 
intergenerational co-operation. Many boomers are 
seeking new ways to contribute to their communities, 
sometimes even setting off on new careers to do so. If 
boomers were indeed so entitled and eager to spend 
15 years or more on their front porches, Canada would 
not be experiencing explosive start-up growth. Though 
some had expected boomers to draw upon pension 
benefits longer than at any other point in history, it 
has become more prevalent for boomers to give for 
longer than predicted to the pension system. What’s 

more, this is a testament to 
the virtue of self-interest. 
A long retirement without 
meaningful activity can be 
very boring. 

The leadership already 
set by baby boomers can 
encourage Generation Y 
to find its entrepreneurial 
spirit. Boomers who have 
become, or will soon 
become, successful start-
up owners can further 
increase their profits 
by also becoming angel 
investors. As discussed 
here, the mentorship and 
investment capital such 

boomers can provide is just what many youth need 
to attain the confidence necessary to begin self-
employment. This alliance of generations has the 
power to make a lasting change in the workplace.

Intergenerational co-operation remains in its 
formative stages. Talk of entitlement or laziness among 
retirees and baby boomers should be suspended. They 
are doing their part. For those of us among the ranks of 
Generation Y, it is time we pitched in and did ours, too.♦

Paul Pryce is a research analyst at the Atlantic Council of Canada 
and a Millennial. A graduate of the University of Calgary and Tal-

linn University, he writes frequently on foreign and defence policy 
issues.
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The Trudeau choice: 
 Then and now

By Andrew Pickford

Every generation thinks that it is unique and 
living in a special period of history. Even 
more dubious is the belief that generational 

solidarity trumps values, family and philosophical 
considerations. The press who are salivating at the 
prospect of a federal election with a “change” theme 
and that pits charismatic youth against conservative 
stuffiness is championing this fallacy. This may be due 
to Canadians being so close to the Obama phenomenon 
of 2008 but not being able to experience the euphoria 
directly. In fact, so keen are some commentators for 
a rerun of 2008, that if Justin Trudeau did not exist, 
the Canadian press corps would have to invent him. 
However, while Justin Trudeau is responsible for 
some of this hype, there was always going to be a 
transition of political leadership positions from the 
baby boomers to the next generation, as well as 
debates about generational equity. Generations exist, 
but is this the main game? 

At some point, election cycles turn, be it 2015, 
2019 or 2023. The Conservatives will return to the 
opposition benches, and there will be a centre-left 
government comprised of the Liberal Party and 

potentially the New Democratic Party. Assuming the 
Liberal Party wins in its own right, will it resemble 
the statist, centralist government of Trudeau senior or 
that of the more moderate Chrétien-Martin era? The 
answer is important, as it goes beyond generational 
conflict and to more fundamental policy questions. 
After all, without a strong economy to fund existing 
(and future) pension commitments, there will be 
conflict between many different demographic groups 
as well as various sectors and regions over a small and 
shrinking pie, especially as the baby boomers start to 
retire and the tax base changes. 

To shed light on the generational differences, an 
interesting thought experiment is to consider the 
average Canadian voter of 1972 and 2019. The years 
1972 and 2019 are nearly half a century apart, which 
makes them suitably separate to use to compare voters 
from a generational perspective. In 1972, the average 
baby boomer entered the workforce, and 2019 will be 
the time he or she is likely to retire. Both could be years 
in which a Trudeau-led government is returned for a 
second time. While there really is no such thing as an 
average voter, a few general observations can be made.   
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Rewind to 1972
For Canadian hockey fans of a certain age, 1972 

is remembered for a hockey competition known 
as the Summit Series, which pitted Team Canada 
against the USSR. If one watched one of these games 
in a family home, the family structure would be 
more traditional and probably much larger than its 
contemporary counterparts. Culturally, it was also 
quite different. According to the 1971 Census, more 
than 96 per cent of Canadians were recorded as 
having European origins. With a population just below 
21 million, approximately 34 per cent were living in 
rural settings. A similar percentage of the population 
(roughly 35 per cent) resided in the province of 
Québec. While the Quiet Revolution had seen a decline 
in churchgoing in Québec, most Canadians identified 
with some form of Christianity. Canada was white, had 
a Christian heritage and was predominantly located 
in the St. Lawrence River basin and Great Lakes 
region. The cultural elite, 
who set the intellectual 
tone for debates across all 
levels of society, existed 
within a tight triangle of 
Montréal, Toronto and 
Ottawa. In terms of major 
international events, the 
experience of World War 
II was beginning to fade 
away. Ex-servicemen were 
entering middle age, and 
their children, the baby boomers, were transitioning 
into adulthood, responsibility and were entering the 
workforce. 

Supporting an expanding industrial base, the 
Pickering Nuclear Generating Station and the Churchill 
Falls Generating Station both opened that year. Blue 
collar and manual jobs in the manufacturing sector 
were common in the large provinces of Québec and 
Ontario. Leaving high school before completion did 
not hinder a path to a secure job and a middle-class 
lifestyle. The main concern was the political future 
of Québec, which prompted the shift of a number of 
corporate head offices from Montréal to Toronto and 
hastened the general trend of the economic centre 
of gravity to shift west. Late in 1972, Pierre Trudeau 
was narrowly returned as prime minister, winning a 
minority government. 

Ironically, as the baby boomers were coming of age 
and making their anti-authoritarian and free spirit 

stamp on the world, the nanny state was appearing. 
Bans on the sale of firecrackers and on cigarette 
advertisements were introduced in 1972. That year 
represented the beginning of a period of significant 
expansion of the state and the entrenchment of social 
welfare programs such as the Canadian Pension 
Plan. Other well-meaning initiatives were increasing 
the effective tax rate and government debt. After all, 
they made sense given the structure, orientation and 
outlook of the economy and the expectations that solid 
growth would continue unabated and quickly return 
to trend after short dips. The OPEC oil crisis was just 
around the corner and, six years later, China would 
open itself up, shaking the economic foundations and 
patterns of the world. Political leaders still met in 
European capitals to solve global problems. 

Fast Forward to 2019
Moving from 1972 to 2019 covers a long period 

of history. From a population 
of 21 million in 1972, the 
total is edging up closer 
to 40 million in 2019. The 
proportion of Canadians aged 
five to 19 continues to decline, 
comprising only 15 per cent 
of the overall population by 
the end of the decade. The 
working-age population, those 
15 to 64, while relatively 
constant due to the baby 

boomer bulge, starts to drop from a high above 70 
per cent to closer to 65 per cent. The country is greyer 
and browner, reflecting the general aging of the 
population and immigration from the Pacific. Alberta 
continues its progression toward becoming a larger 
(demographically and financially) province, shifting 
from 1.6 million in 1972 to more than four million by 
2019.

Approaching 2020, Europe is no longer the centre 
of the geo-political world. Most dynamism has shifted 
to the Indo-Pacific region and the East Asian sub-
region. The external world has changed. So, too, has 
Canadian society. For adolescents and young adults, 
the line between study and work is significantly 
blurred, so now there is no neat beginning. Full-time 
jobs, when they exist, are unlikely to involve manual 
labour or factory-type work. Deindustrialization and 
offshoring slowed during the late 2010s, and new 
customised manufacturing, 3D printing and cheaper 
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power gave rise to a cottage industry that replaced 
mass manufacturing of the previous century. The 
maturing of Web and Internet technologies, as well as 
the commoditization of support tools, has meant that 
increasing numbers of professionals do not work in a 
large organization or even physically in a downtown 
office building. Many are working from home as 
remote employees telecommuting, or independent 
business owners and serving clients across the 
country. 

Not surprisingly in 2019, an average thirty-
something is focused on starting a family, settling 
in a home and educating the children. When 
communicating with parents, he or she may use social 
media instead of writing a letter, 
but most of the sentiments remain 
the same as previous generations’. 
To get a sense of life in 2019, 
the following vignette outlines a 
hypothetical event that illustrates 
the transformation of Canada 
since 1972.

In a small Alberta town, a 
crowd begins to gather. At this 
ceremonial function full of 
dignitaries, CEOs and the press, 
the Canadian prime minister 
formally turns on a major piece 
of energy infrastructure. Instead 
of a power station for industrial 
users in the St. Lawrence or 
Ottawa valleys, this is a pipeline 
shifting a petroleum product 
from Alberta to world markets. 
Some journalists translate the 
comments into French, but more 
are writing for a Chinese audience. 
The travelling entourage from 
Beijing is dutifully reporting 
this second major Chinese government investment 
in Canada within the past five months. A domestic 
contingent of Chinese-speaking Canadian journalists 
filing articles are looking for an angle to interest the 
readers in Toronto suburbs. 

The dynamic triangle of Vancouver-Calgary-

for their heritage. This demographic phenomenon is 
true for the Atlantic Provinces and most of Québec. 
Montréal is still a cultural mix, although the divisive 
debates over the Québec charter of values and the poor 
economic indicators slowed the rate of immigration 
from non-European countries to this once dynamic 
commercial centre. 

In the above scenario, the average Canadian in 2019 
is much more western in orientation. This relates to 
both an ongoing population move to western provinces 
and a shift toward the more-conservative attitudes 
commonly associated with Alberta. These trends are 
well documented in a book by Darrell Bricker and 
John Ibbitson titled The Big Shift: The Seismic Change 

in Canadian Politics, Business, and 
Culture and what it means for Our 
Future. While making a number 
of bold predictions based on 2011 
federal election data, it paints a 
picture of Canada transforming into 
a centre-right nation. The electoral 
implications in The Big Shift are 
significant: “[Political] power is 
shared by two groups: Westerners 
and Ontario’s suburban middle 
class, especially the immigrant 
suburban middle class.” By 2019, 
it is likely that separatism, when it 
occurs, is driven by a common focus 
on jobs, economic opportunities 
and concerns about the future. 
This would be more along the lines 
of the Alberta firewall variety of 
disengagement by those no longer 
willing to subsidize government 
workers or the bankrupt provinces 
in the East rather than the Québec 
(culturally driven) separatist 
sentiment of a previous generation 

(à la 1972).

❝Ironically, as the 
baby boomers were 
coming of age and 
making their anti-
authoritarian and 
free spirit stamp on 
the world, the nanny 
state was appearing. 
Bans on the sale 
of firecrackers 
and on cigarette 
advertisements 
were introduced in 
1972.~

Toronto continues to transform Canada into a Pacific-
focused nation. This differs from the eastern part of 
Canada. The further one travels toward Halifax, the 
greater the proportion of people who are white, from 
Christian backgrounds and who look over the Atlantic 

For a generation coming of age and entering the 
workforce (those born after 2000), the concepts of 
pooled pension programs and supporting those on 
antiquated defined benefit schemes are met with 
reactions between indifference and anger. A young 
voter in 2019 may be faced with a choice between 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and his younger 
Conservative counterpart. The 2019 election is 
about attracting Chinese investment, the best type 
of economic migrants and tax relief for Generation 
X, now ever closer to considering retirement. A loud 
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Confederation to 1972, the ethnic, social 
and settlement patterns remained largely 
consistent, with major changes being more 
evolutionary than revolutionary. From the 
1970s onward, the changing ethnic mix, 
the economic and political shift westward 
and the general social changes have 
significantly reshaped Canada.

Instead of posing questions about 
the motivations of different generations, the more 

group of baby boomers, realizing that their meagre 
savings with a CPP top up are inadequate for the 
lifestyle that they deserve, are a part of the election 
campaign.  

Trudeau: Father and Son
In the 2019 scenario, commentary about Pierre 

Trudeau is increasingly written by those in university 
history departments and not in political science or 
journalism. The Trudeau name has a certain aura, 
but aside from baby boomers and the politically 
astute, it mainly relates to Justin. Amongst the greyer 
contingent, there is a vague fondness for Pierre and 
his association with a period of change in Canada that 
was perceived as beneficial and perhaps inevitable. 
His time as prime minister reshaped Canada and 
embedded many of the social welfare and centralist 
policies that to this day prove difficult to dismantle, 
with most finance ministers only able to address the 
symptoms of the Trudeau welfare complex rather 
than fix the systemic problems. 

Returning to 2014, to the public, 
Justin Trudeau remains a largely 
superficial media creation. The 
Liberal strategists have focused on 
showing his personality rather than 
any policy depth. This often involves 
women, who form a large part of 
his support base, and included a 
competition for a date with the 
Liberal leader. His public persona is being crafted as 
more of a reality TV identity than that of an alternative 
prime minister. While this charismatic politician 
has supported a range of causes, his fundamental 
worldview and underlying philosophies remain 
mostly unknown or, at best, unclear. There is virtually 
no political cost to supporting good causes and giving 
uplifting speeches. Governing, on the other hand, 
involves difficult decisions and, inevitably, winners 
and losers. Thus, while there is a fascination about the 
Justin Trudeau phenomenon, one question is not being 
asked: What comes next when a new government is 
formed? 

The Trudeau Choice
As 2014 progresses, some questions about a new 

Trudeau government will be posed, but not likely 
in any real depth, mostly thanks to the positioning 
strategy of the Liberal party. Much of the media, still 
enthralled by the Justin phenomenon, will write in 
gushing tones that echo the Obama frenzy south of the 

border in 2008. Some of those in the press, especially 
junior reporters, will frame the election as being about 
change, both in terms of generation and values. The 
journalists will project their beliefs on to the many 
twentysomethings voting for the first time, as well as 
on to voters with young families, and suburbanites. 
The extent this resonates will probably be overstated. 
It is quite normal to identify as a coherent generation 
during the senior year of high school or in the first 
year of college, but this dissipates quickly when a 
person enters the workforce and starts paying taxes.

In 1972, voters were interested in jobs and 
opportunity as well as the well-being of their family. 
This continues to be the case for voters today, and 
it will remain so in 2019. Aside from a Che Guevara 
T-shirt in college, most younger voters follow the 
political philosophies and general worldview of their 
parents. The reason for comparing 1972 with 2019 
is to show how Canada has transformed, over and 
above the expected influence of generations. From 

❝Generations 
exist, but is 
this the main 
game?~

accurate question would be what do generations have 
in common? There is a multitude of groupings: gender, 
ethnicity, language, education, geography, profession 
and so on. Age is but one. Assuming Justin remains as 
leader of the Liberal Party for the immediate future, it 
is quite likely that the next leader of the Conservative 
Party will be of a similar age to him, if not younger. 
Does this mean both leaders will share the same values 
and, therefore, political platform? This is the logic of 
putting too much weight on generational solidarity. 

Much of the media and press attention is focused on 
the emergence of Justin Trudeau as a viable candidate 
for prime minister. However, the direction a Justin 
Trudeau Liberal Party takes us is more important. Will 
it pile up debt like Trudeau senior, or can the Liberals 
pursue a more responsible fiscal path? Removing the 
theatre of the 2015 election, 2019 has been used as a 
reference point to compare generations. This is helpful 
because so much attention is on the personality of 



By Dan Osborne

Can you imagine a $400,000, 400 sq. foot condo 
being your entry-level home? That is the reality 
young Canadians face in what The Economist 

calls the world’s “most overvalued housing market.” 
Many Canadian Millennials are left asking themselves 
why they should leave their parents’ basements 
and why they should purchase a home and start a 
family. For the first time in Canadian history, young 
Canadians will not be able to afford a house unless 
they are very fortunate. 

The situation is at odds with Canadian tradition. 
Canada has always been a vast, young and forward-
looking country. Whether it was building a farmhouse 
in the Last Best West 100 years ago or building a 
suburban ranch home on the edge of one of our 
major cities 50 years ago, Canadians have always 
looked upon development favourably. Despite the 
inhospitable climate, Canadian homes were among 
the most affordable in the world. Until about 15 years 
ago, that is. 

Housing is now judged “seriously unaffordable” 
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Justin Trudeau and not on how a Liberal Party would 
govern. The press corps is not alone in falling into this 
trap. So keen have some conservatives been to erase 
the Trudeau legacy from Canadian history, they have 
lost sight of the main game. Using sports parlance, 
they are playing the man and not the ball. As satisfying 
as it would be for conservative strategists to prevent 
another Trudeau from entering 24 Sussex Drive, it 
behooves them to plan for a post-Harper era and 
start shifting public opinion to favour the rollback of 
Trudeau senior’s welfare and statist policies. Centre-
right parties do not have the monopoly on economic 
and fiscal reform. The Chrétien-Martin experience was 
certainly more moderate and fiscally responsible than 
the previous iterations of Liberal government were. 

In focusing on shifting cultural expectations from 
the state as the provider to individual responsibility, 
Canada can avoid a false intergenerational debate. 
Much can be done by a centre-right government or 
opposition, but it needs support and should not be 
driving cultural change from Ottawa. Policy institutes, 
think-tanks and promoters of the free market should 
take some time to influence the direction of the fiscally 
conservative Liberals and their allies. The media in 
their echo chamber will concentrate on the Trudeau 
choice, but it is time to consider the broader game.♦

Andrew Pickford is an Australian based in Québec, who has worked 
in a range of think-tanks, policy institutes and financial services 
firms.

Housing: 
The back door wealth transfer



in Canada’s largest urban areas, such as Toronto, 
Vancouver, Montreal and Calgary, according to 
housing analyst Wendell Cox. The average home 
price stands at $391,000 and is expected to reach 
$500,000 by the end of the decade, a level that will 
be unaffordable for even many upper middle-class 
Canadians. 

What has changed? Ten years ago, only two 
Canadian markets were considered unaffordable – 
Vancouver and Toronto. Today, all but the smallest 
and most economically dysfunctional metropolitan 
areas are considered either “moderately” or “seriously 
unaffordable.”

The fact of the matter is that the cost of building 
a new home is not substantially 
different anywhere in Canada. 
Carpenters might make a few 
dollars an hour more in Toronto or 
Calgary than they do in Moncton or 
Winnipeg, but the actual difference 
to the price of a new home is 
negligible. Those costs have not 
substantially increased in the past 
decade. Low interest rates cannot 
be blamed; they are available 
everywhere in Canada. Demand 
is not a substantial reason either; 
there are economically dynamic 
regions that are affordable as well 
as unaffordable. Economically 
dynamic metropolitan areas 
like Edmonton have remained 
affordable whereas less com-
petitive regions like Montreal have become fairly 
unaffordable. 

This really leaves only one reason: land-use 
regulation.

Consider the case of Ontario, and particularly the 
Greater Toronto Area (GTA), over the past decade. 
Following up on a 2003 campaign promise, Ontario’s 
Liberal government passed legislation in 2005 to limit 
urban sprawl with new provincial planning policies, 
and it put a Greenbelt around the fast-growing GTA. 
This policy required all municipalities to enact the 
province’s planning policies of constraining growth, 
even in rural and Northern Ontario. Ontario’s 
Greenbelt Act restricted 1.8 million acres of prime, 
developable land surrounding the GTA and the Golden 
Horseshoe to its current use, making it illegal to 
develop or redevelop it. 

Since Ontario’s government enacted these pieces of 
legislation and tightened development throughout the 
province, Ontarians have seen a dramatic decrease in 
housing affordability. Following the reforms of 2005, 
Toronto has become a “seriously unaffordable housing 
market” according to housing policy experts. The 
area’s median multiple, a common measure of housing 
affordability, has increased from between 2 and 3 to 
5.9. Other previously affordable Ontario cities such as 
Hamilton and Ottawa have seen similar increases in 
the same time span. 

As other Canadian provinces and cities have 
tightened their planning and land-use policies, they 
have seen similar increases in housing unaffordability. 

As Québec strengthened its agricultural 
land reserves in the past decades, 
prices in Montreal have dramatically 
increased. Calgary has seen a similar 
run up in prices as the city has made 
new outward development more 
difficult. The Lower Mainland of 
British Columbia, which has had an 
agricultural land reserve and strict 
zoning laws since the early 1970s, 
has been unaffordable since that time. 
Vancouver has recently been ranked 
as the second-least affordable housing 
market in the world behind only Hong 
Kong.

Consistent economic research 
shows that the anecdotes about land-
use regulation are true; it is the reason 

for increased Canadian home prices. Since there is 
little difference in the actual cost of constructing a 
home in different areas, a lack of a supply of land is the 
only reason economists can find for the difference in 
home prices between metropolitan areas. Moreover, in 
a country as vast as Canada, that supply is artificially, 
not naturally, constrained. 

Just how much of an effect do these artificial 
constraints have? In a noted study looking at the 
Boston metropolitan area, Harvard economist Ed 
Glaeser found that land-use regulations drove up the 
cost of housing approximately 60 per cent – similar 
to the increase in Toronto’s median multiple since 
more restrictive land-use policies were put in place 
– or about $160,000, enough to buy a home in some 
U.S. housing markets at the time. Even economists 
on the other side of the political spectrum concur. 
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Nobel Prize-winning economist Paul Krugman agrees 
with the assertion that restrictive land-use policy 
is responsible for expensive housing; he refers to 
expensive metropolitan areas derogatorily as “zoned 
zones.”

The result of these “zoned zones” has not just been 
increased housing prices. They have the effect of 
indirectly delaying many young Canadians’ transitions 
out of adolescence and into adulthood. As the price 
of housing increased over the past decade, more and 
more Canadian twenty-somethings than ever before 
have made the decision to live with their parents. Faced 
with stagnant incomes and low starting salaries out 
of university, nearly 45 per cent of Canadian twenty-
somethings have chosen to live at home, a nearly 50 per 
cent increase over the rate two decades prior. 

In a major metropolitan area such as Toronto, rent 
on even a modest apartment will take up more than 
one-third of a young person’s income; the median 
25 to 29 year old in Canada with a university degree 
earns only $29,000 a year. Paying $1,000 a month 
in rent, not to mention hydro, water, etc., forces 
many Canadian Millennials to live at home. Cultural 
variations cannot explain it. Cities with similar 

demographics, such as Vaughan and Sudbury – both 
have similarly large Italian-Canadian populations but 
divergent house prices – do not have similar rates of 
twenty-somethings living at home.

Some evidence suggests that this may have long-
term demographic implications as well. As young 
people delay moving out of the house, they also delay 
marriage and children. The declining birth rate due 
to this phenomenon is particularly pronounced in 
cities with high housing costs. Research has found that 
areas with higher housing prices and denser urban 
environments have lower birth rates than areas with 
lower housing prices and more dispersed housing. 
Cities such as Singapore, Hong Kong, Vancouver and 
New York have dramatically lower birth rates than 
more-affordable housing markets such as Houston 
or Atlanta. Vancouver has the lowest birth rate of any 
North American city; it is no coincidence that it also 
has the highest housing prices.♦

Dan Osborne is a recent graduate of Queen’s University and sells 
liberty-themed ties at libertyties.ca. Whilst at university, Mr. Os-
borne worked with a number of think-tanks working as a Students 
For Liberty Campus Coordinator and sat on The Prince Arthur 
Herald’s Board of Directors.
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The Baby Boom: How it Got That Way and it 
Wasn’t My Fault and I’ll Never Do it Again  
by P.J. O’Rourke

290pp.: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2014

Reviewed by Angela Macleod Irons

It feels rather ironic that I have been asked to 
review P.J. O’Rourke’s new book, The Baby Boom: 
How it Got That Way and it Wasn’t My Fault and 

I’ll Never Do it Again, as I am not a member of this 
epic generation.  Actually, I don’t really belong to any 
generation, being born during the lost years between 

BOOK REVIEW

The Baby Boom:  
How it Got That Way and it Wasn’t My 

Fault and I’ll Never Do it Again 
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Generation X and the Millennials.  I have never quite 
related to the Gen X’ers who came before me, who 
were originally defined as slackers and have since 
developed, as a group, a somewhat alarming obsession 
with microbreweries (I’ll just have a Keith’s, thanks). I 
also grew up largely without the technology that has 
thus far shaped the worldview of the Millennials – I 
didn’t have Internet access at home until I was 18, and 
I purchased my first cellphone at the ripe old age of 24.  
However, on more than one occasion, I have thanked 
the powers that be that there were no cellphone 
cameras or Facebook pages when I was going through 
my own version of young and stupid.  I pray that any 
photographic evidence of that period is languishing in 
a box in someone’s basement, never again to see the 
light of day.  

Therefore, it was 
with a bit of skepticism 
that I sat down to read 
O’Rourke’s attempt at 
a memoir for an entire 
generation.  And not 
just any generation, but 
the Baby Boom.  The 
generation that put its 
mark on the world more 
than any other single 
generation that came 
before it.  

O’Rourke’s book 
attempts to weave the 
coming-of-age tale 
of not just a single 
individual, but of 75 
million Americans, born 
up to 20 years apart.  In 
order to make sense of 
it all, O’Rourke divides 
Boomers up as they do in high school – Seniors, 
Juniors, Sophomores and Freshmen.  In some cases, 
the Seniors are actually the parents of the Freshmen 
– although perhaps that was not always planned out 
in advance.  

Those who are already fans of O’Rourke’s writing 
are apt to enjoy the dry wit and tongue-in-cheek 
humour, but at times the story seems to meander 
along without much in the way of direction or goal.  
From the title alone, I expected more introspection, 
perhaps more commentary on how the world has 
changed because of the spike in the birth rate that 
occurred after World War II.  What I got instead was a 

large number of anecdotes and cute little stories about 
riding your bike until the street lights come on or 
going to a Homecoming Dance.  If you are in the mood 
for pithy political commentary, this is not the book for 
you.  

That being said, this may still be a pleasant read for 
Baby Boomers themselves, who would enjoy taking 
time to reflect on the “good old days.”  That is, as long 
as you are Caucasian and grew up in a middle-class 
suburb.  If you don’t fit that description, it is highly 
likely that you had a much different experience than 
Mr. O’Rourke did.  All of the stories are told by the 
ubiquitous “we,” although in the preface O’Rourke 
acknowledges that the tales are all characterizations, 
conglomerations or completely “full of crap.”  

The one major take away 
I got from this book was 
O’Rourke’s focus on how 
narcissistic and self-centered 
Baby Boomers were (and 
are) – the very state of 
solipsism that Millennials 
are more typically accused 
of these days.  Baby Boomers 
just didn’t have access to 
Twitter.  I guess the more 
things change, the more they 
really do stay the same.  

At the end of the day, 
this tome is not to be taken 
as a serious dissertation 
– it is shelved in Humour, 
after all – but I was still 
expecting something more.  
It attempted to be both 
comedic and informative, 
and in my opinion fell 

somewhat short on both counts.  However, I still think 
it is a worthwhile read for those who have enjoyed 
O’Rourke’s other works, or for anyone who would like 
a light-hearted walk down memory lane.  It is entirely 
possible that I have just completely missed the point – 
I am not exactly the target demographic, after all. ♦ 

Angela MacLeod Irons is an Alberta-based public policy analyst 
and researcher.  She holds a Masters degree from the University of 
Calgary’s School of Public Policy.  Her work has been published by 
the Manning Foundation for Democratic Education, C2C Journal 
and the National Post.  In her spare time she manages a bookstore 
in Calgary.  


