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Winnipeg Mayor Brian Bowman (right) and city council need to stand up to Premier Brian Pallister’s insistence they accept a ‘new reality’ around infrastructure funding.

City, province do taxpayers disservice

W
INNIPEGGERS might have breathed a 
sigh of relief when they heard news out 
of city hall this past Friday that their 

taxes were not rising by an additional 10 per cent 
— an idea that had been floated by Mayor Brian 
Bowman earlier, when news of a funding dispute 
with the provincial government broke.

If so, they have been lulled into a false sense of 
“good news.” The real story is much more alarm-
ing and disturbing.

The fact is that the funding dispute that has left 
the city of Winnipeg grappling with a $40-million 
hole in 2018’s road-repair budget will resound 
for many years, impairing the transportation 
network upon which our economy grows.

Here’s how:
To recap, this past Friday, Bowman said the 

$40-million shortfall to the city’s street-renewal 
budget will be spread out evenly over the next 
two years. Gone is $40 million, off the top. But 
further, because Winnipeg can get no commit-
ment that the provincial government will sign 
a new funding deal to cover the next five years 
(2019-23), the forecasted street-repair program is 
cut by a total of $174.4 million.

These agreements are not the matter of casual 
phone calls, chats and handshakes. They are laid 
out in signed documents. And, quite simply, it is 
outrageous that after the decades of debate and ex-
perience we have had with infrastructure funding 
agreements, we are watching this play out in 2019.

If the city’s version is correct, and the province 
is trying to rewrite or re-interpret the spirit, 
letter or meaning of the agreement signed five 
to six years ago (resulting in the $40-million 
shortfall), then Manitoba should be embarrassed. 
All taxpayers should hold their provincial leaders 
accountable. Our economy — our ability to move 
people to jobs and goods to market — is on the 
line.

Yet, Winnipeggers should be just as worried 
about the messages that came out of city hall. It 
sounded as if their mayor and council are fold-
ing their cards. Bowman spoke of “accepting 
this new reality.” That, too, is unacceptable.

The mayor and council have the responsibil-
ity to stand up and speak out for 750,000-plus 
residents who, if the city is correct, are clearly 
being wronged by the provincial govern-
ment. City hall should be taking this message, 
and this dispute, to the public and rallying the 
electorate to draw the line in the political sand 
with Broadway.

If they don’t do that, then Winnipeggers should 
wonder what really is going on — whether their 
municipal leaders are playing games over that 
same funding agreement. And, if that turns out to 
be the case, we have a huge problem at city hall.

The implications of this mess go well beyond 
a $40-million shortfall. Municipalities simply do 
not have the fiscal capacity to raise the revenues 
required to provide critical services to their 
residents — they rely on cost-shared deals and 
funding agreements with provincial and federal 
governments to do that. Infrastructure is just the 
highest profile of such services, because it is a 
multi-year capital expense.

The public should also keep this fact in con-
text: the provincial government has slashed the 
highways budget by 55 per cent, and the rural 
municipal roads program by 85 per cent. 

Now the city is proposing to cut its roads pro-
gram by 32 per cent in 2019 alone. That scale of 
infrastructure-budget mangling sets all Manitoba 
taxpayers up for exponentially higher repair 
costs “down the road.”

It also damages the livelihoods of women and 
men who work in the construction industry upon 
whose salaries their families depend. Fundamen-
tally, cutting infrastructure investment under-
mines our municipal and provincial economy in 
so many ways — Manitoba’s business community, 
with a single voice, has spoken out about the harm 
of these cuts repeatedly since 2016.

This municipal-provincial dispute represents a 
pivotal moment in governmental relations. Win-
nipeggers are watching, wondering if the mayor 
and council will lead, stand firm for principle 
and be resolute, or cower to political bullying and 
simply pass on the costs in higher taxes, higher 
debt and reduced services.

If the mayor and city council accept this “new 
reality,” make no mistake that Broadway will see 
its way clear to mess with budgets with impunity.

Finally, more than perhaps any recent civic-
provincial spat, this one screams why the city 
and province must enter into a new fiscal deal to 
rework their roles, responsibilities and access to 
revenue streams to address each government’s 
needs. Municipalities need firmer ground to 
generate revenues to balance this unpredictable, 
often unhealthy dependency on provincial rela-
tions.

It’s time for Winnipeggers to call the mayor, 
their councillors, the premier and all Winnipeg 
MLAs with a simple message: “Enough of this! 
Fix it!.”

Chris Lorenc is president of the Manitoba Heavy Construction As-
sociation and Western Canada Roadbuilders & Heavy Construction 
Association.

Privatizing medical flights does not harm service

THERE have been several negative articles in 
this paper recently about the privatizing of Mani-
toba’s air ambulance services. It seems there is 
a fear this move would cause deterioration in the 
quality and safety of air medical services in our 
province. Though much has been said, there have 
been few facts and little background provided. 
This leaves one with the impression that Mani-
toba’s privately operated, commercial providers 
are incapable of providing a similar service. This 
is not the case.

Statistics published in the RFP for the privati-
zation of air ambulance services (July 2018) show 
that between April 1, 2016, and March 31, 2017, 
there were 7,478 air ambulance flights in Mani-
toba — 451 of those were performed by the Mani-
toba government advanced Lifeflight program 
and 455 were stable patient transports performed 
by Government Air’s scheduled southern air 
ambulance. The remaining 6,555 medevacs were 
performed by private commercial air ambulances 
licensed by the province of Manitoba.

Manitoba legislation sets the standards for both 
the provincial critical care transport service 
(Lifeflight) and the privately licensed basic air 
ambulances. The legislation regulates the type of 
aircraft; medical configuration of the cabin; pilot 
qualifications; medical attendant qualification; 
medical director requirement; policies and proce-
dures for air medical operators; and what medical 
equipment and supplies are allowed to be carried 
on the aircraft.

The aviation component of all air operators in 
Canada is regulated by Transport Canada. These 
regulations include the aircraft; maintenance; 
qualifications and training of aircraft mainte-
nance engineers; qualifications and training of 
pilots; operational policies of the airline; com-
munications and flight monitoring of all aircraft 
operations; and operational processes involved.

In addition, Transport Canada sets the mini-
mum licensing requirements for commercial 
pilots. The province of Manitoba has enhanced 
these requirements for all air ambulance pilots, 
so any pilot licensed as an air ambulance pilot, 
whether flying for Lifeflight or a private operator, 
in Manitoba exceeds the minimum requirements 
set by Transport Canada.

One comment in the articles submitted to the 
paper referred to the shortage of pilots in Canada. 
This is true, but this has impacted all air carri-
ers, including air ambulance providers in both the 
private and provincial system.

Response times were identified as another issue 
in past articles. Anecdotal reports from service 
users indicate that they wait much longer for the 
Lifeflight service than they do for the private air 
ambulances. Lifeflight delays include waiting for 
physicians, delays at shift change and, occasionally, 
staffing problems. It is quite likely that response 
times would improve once the service is privatized.

Another issue highlighted was that a private 
air ambulance will not be able to fly a jet into all 
the same airports the government has been able 
to. This is a red herring. Lifefight is allowed to 
operate under a different set of Transport Canada 
rules. They do not have to comply with the same 
safety regulations that prevent a private air am-
bulance operator from accessing shorter gravel 
runways with a jet.

This has nothing to do with the ability of the 
pilots or aircraft, only that the private operator 
must follow a stricter set of safety standards 
than Lifeflight. A turboprop, such as a King Air 
200 flown by many private operators, can access 
these strips and would arrive in most of the 
communities within five to 10 minutes of the jet’s 
projected time of arrival.

All the communities currently serviced by air 
ambulance will continue to be serviced. The pri-
vate air ambulance operators currently access all 
the communities and will continue to do so. The 

2018 RFP requires that all proponents identify 
options for servicing all communities, including 
those runways that Lifeflight’s jet is unable to 
access.

Another article makes reference to “ill-
equipped” aircraft provided by private air 
ambulances. Private operators are currently only 
allowed to operate at a “basic” ambulance level. 
They are strictly limited by provincial legisla-
tion as to what they can carry. Once the contract 
is awarded, the medical equipment and supplies 
carried by the critical care provider will be 
equivalent to what is currently on the Lifeflight 
planes.

As for the air medical personnel on the aircraft, 
the current plan under the RFP document is that 
the existing Lifeflight critical care nurses will 
continue to respond to critical care transport 
requests on the privately operated advanced air 
ambulances. As a result, the quality of air medi-
cal provider will be the same.

As for physicians on the flights, the need for 
transport physicians is controversial. In Canada, 
physicians are rarely part of transport teams. In 
fact, Manitoba is the only jurisdiction in Canada 
that has continued to routinely provide a physi-
cian as part of the critical care team.

The platform for the transport, the aircraft, is 
what is proposed to change and the requirements 
for that aircraft are robust.

We are disappointed that private air ambu-
lances have been characterized as unsafe. This 
is not only inaccurate, it does not acknowledge 
the thousands of flights — including air medical 
transports — performed safely by private air car-
riers in Manitoba each year. 

In fact, private ambulances provide safe, qual-
ity air medical services successfully throughout 
North America.

Craig Skonberg is president of the Manitoba Aviation Council; Penny 
Triggs is an air medical consultant with the Manitoba Aviation Council.

Built-in failure 
compromises
public projects

AS Canada’s federal government starts look-
ing for a replacement for its failed payroll 
system and the Ontario provincial govern-
ment launches yet another major shakeup of 
its health-care system, it’s useful to remind 
decision-makers of a long history of failures in 
major public sector implementations.

Research from around the world shows a 
consistent pattern of failures in public sector 
policy and project implementation. Yet we 
continue to embark upon implementation built 
on bias and faulty logic.

So maybe it’s time to better understand the 
architecture of failure and what can be done to 
overcome it.

Recent publications from Australia, Canada, 
the United Kingdom and the United States 
deliver some consistent messages. The Blun-
ders of our Governments delves into the many 
restarts of the U.K. National Health Service. 
The Learning from Failure report details 
major project failures in Australia. In the U.S., 
A Cascade of Failures: Why Government Fails, 
and How to Stop It, reports similar themes. In 
Canada, the auditor general’s latest reports on 
the Phoenix pay system echo the common ba-
sis for implementation failure. It’s not often an 
auditor uses the phrase “incomprehensible,” 
but there it is.

When distilling all this research and all 
these investigations, certain themes are com-
mon to them all.

First and foremost in the public sector, 
announcement was equated with accomplish-
ment. This is the equivalent of thinking that 
just cutting the ribbon is enough.

A corollary of this is that most projects get 
lots of attention by both political and bureau-
cratic leaders at first, but that attention fades 
as the boring, detail-oriented work begins and 
the next issue, crisis or bright shiny object 
comes along.

In many cases, there is a cultural disconnect 
in the project design that prevents bad news 
from making it to those at the top of the chain 
of command, minimizes problems that are of-
ten warning signs and deliberately downplays 
operational issues as minor.

What can be called the “handover mental-
ity” often takes over between a project’s 
designers and the people who have to actually 
implement it and get it up and running. It’s 
best characterized by the phrase: “We design 
it. You make it work.”

The next element is that when things go 
wrong, those who speak up about the prob-
lems are dismissed, discounted or just plain 
punished. This leads to groupthink, a failure 
to challenge assumptions and just going along, 
even when danger signs are in full sight.

Policy designers and those who must imple-
ment government projects or infrastructure 
are often guilty of what’s known as optimism 
bias (“What could possibly go wrong?”) when, 
in fact, they should be looking at the end goal. 
They should be working backwards to identify 
not only what could go wrong, but how the 
whole process will roll out.

Instead, they focus on the beginning — the 
announcement, the first stages.

We hear the word “complexity” a lot when 
examining government project failures. 
Indeed, most of the problems examined in 
the aforementioned research pointed to the 
increasing complexity in failed implementa-
tions that went well beyond IT, and the failure 
to map those complexities out.

But that complexity increases the risks of 
some moving part of a government project 
malfunctioning and shutting down the entire 
system.

People get busy and distracted. If a policy 
is just the flavour of the week and something 
else becomes popular next week, the project 
starts to lose momentum, needed attention, re-
action and adaptation to inevitable challenges. 
The gears start to slip.

Then there is the churn of officials. At both 
the political and bureaucratic level, this is 
a consistent theme in projects failing or in 
governments responding poorly to crises as 
they arise.

An interesting element in all of this research 
is the confirmation that cognitive biases play 
a significant role in assessing risks in policy 
implementation in a number of ways, often in 
the face of a mountain of contrary evidence.

Cognitive biases tend to confirm beliefs 
we already have. Biases block new informa-
tion. While we need biases to shorthand our 
interpretation of events, they often filter and 
discount new information. Our experiences 
are our greatest asset and greatest liability in 
this process.

The bottom line on the causes of major im-
plementation failure really rests with a culture 
focused on blame avoidance and getting along. 
We now know enough to avoid failure, backed 
by ample evidence that confirms common 
sense about how to better structure policy, its 
implementation and our major projects.

Can we do it?

Andrew Graham is a professor at Queen’s University, Ontario. 
This article was first published at The Conversation Canada: 
theconversation.com/ca.
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