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Introduction
Thank you to the Chamber of Commerce team and its board for inviting me to join you this evening.  

As Dan Topigah from TBayTel noted in his introduction, I was born and raised here in Thunder Bay, so it’s a real 
honour to address such an accomplished group of local and regional business leaders. It’s nice to look up and 
see so many familiar and notable faces. 

I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention that it’s particularly special to have my parents and grandparents here. My 
grandparents, Gerald and Annette, recently discovered Netflix and quickly made their way through five seasons 
of House of Cards. They now want to know if working for Stephen Harper was anything like working for 
President Underwood. I’ll tell you what I told them: I’ll neither confirm nor deny. 

Fortunately, I have other things to talk about tonight. I’m grateful for the chance to speak about a topic that’s 
relevant and personal for many of you. 

I teach at the University of Toronto these days and I encourage my essay-writing students to state their thesis up 
front, right off the bat, before they start presenting their arguments. “Don’t bury the lede,” as Ian Pattison might 
have put it during his half-century at the Chronicle Journal.

The author of this document has worked independently and is solely responsible for the views presented here.  
The opinions are not necessarily those of the Macdonald-Laurier Institute, its Directors or Supporters.
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So, here it is: I think the case for the free enterprise system is being lost, and that those of us who believe in the 
economic and social benefits of entrepreneurship, markets, and profits are partly to blame. 

We’ve lost the vocabulary that enables us to communicate the broad benefits of free enterprise, including 
employment, innovation, tax revenues, philanthropy, and so on. And this has had consequences. It’s contributed 
to a growing misunderstanding, suspicion, and even animus for business among the general public. This in turn 
is now showing itself in an increasingly anti-business environment, including detrimental policies from all three 
levels of government. 

The business community’s collective inarticulateness has 
contributed to a growing divide between employer and 
employee, entrepreneur and wage-earner, and investor and 
worker. We need to rediscover our voice. We need to rebuild 
our capacity to engage. We need to tell our story. 

So, if you’ll indulge me, I will talk about how these anti-
business sentiments in our politics and among our fellow 
citizens have come about, and what we can do to reverse 
them. 

I’ll start on the current political climate as it relates to business, 
then how I think we got here, and finally what can be done 
to improve things. 

In so doing, I’ll argue that the model of community 
orientation and engagement present here in Thunder Bay 
may be a blueprint for others to follow. That’s ultimately how 
we’ll bridge the divide. That’s how we can restore trust and 
confidence in free enterprise. 

I should say near the outset that while I worked for a Conservative prime minister, my observations aren’t 
about partisanship. Quite the opposite, in fact. The trends that I’ll describe aren’t the monopoly of any one 
political party. It would be a mistake to assume that the circumstances would fundamentally change merely 
by replacing those in power. These trends transcend partisanship and we need to think much more broadly; 
simply substituting one politician or one party for another won’t address these issues. They require that we 
rebuild the case for free enterprise with Canadians. 

Anti-Business Environment
Let me start with the current business environment. I don’t need to tell this audience that it’s a difficult time 
to be an entrepreneur. It seems like virtually every week another level of government imposes a new tax, or 
regulation, or mandate that makes it more difficult to eke out a profit, invest in one’s firm, or hire new workers. 
The cumulative weight must feel heavy at times. 

It must have felt especially heavy this past summer. The growing burden began with the Ontario government’s 
32-percent minimum wage hike in May. It was then followed by Ottawa’s surprise small business tax proposals 
in July. 

“ I think the case for 
the free enterprise 
system is being lost, 
and that those of 
us who believe in 
the economic and 
social benefits of 
entrepreneurship, 
markets, and profits 
are partly to blame.”
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What made matters worse is that both the wage hike and the tax proposals were marked by intemperate 
language on the part of government spokespeople. Ottawa was “going after” businesses, according to the 
finance minister (Veldhuis and Clemens 2017). Queen’s Park accused opponents of the minimum wage hikes of 
“bullying” and the premier even questioned their “decency” (Canadian Press 2018). 

This divisive rhetoric was unusual. Not since the early 1970s had we seen mainstream politicians so openly 
malign entrepreneurs and businesspeople. The Canadian business community was understandably jolted. 

But the truth is that while this summer may have been the high point (or low point, depending on one’s 
perspective), it’s part of a growing trend of government policies that seem to unduly target entrepreneurship 
and success. 

The facts speak for themselves:

•	 Minimum wages are going up in various provinces, including to $15 in Alberta and Ontario.

•	 Ontario’s energy prices have risen by 71 percent since 2008 – twice as fast as the national average 
(Artuso 2017).

•	 Payroll taxes – including EI and CPP premiums – are rising by thousands of dollars per worker. 

•	 In seven of 10 provinces, top marginal tax rates for individuals now exceed 50 percent. 

•	 Higher-income earners now pay a greater share of income taxes than at any time in the past 30 years 
(Chart 1).1 These percentages are even more marked here in Ontario (Chart 2).2

CHART 1: Fair share in Canada? 1985 and 2015
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CHART 2: Fair share in Ontario? 1985 and 2015

Source: Statistics Canada 2017

I think you get the picture. It’s fair to say that Canadian entrepreneurs and businesspeople haven’t found 
themselves in such an inhospitable climate for some time. 

But what’s most worrisome is that the politicians aren’t leading the public on these issues. They’re responding 
to them. If you don’t believe me, just consider the following: 

•	 70 percent of Canadians believe that almost all the economic gains of the past two decades have ended 
up in the hands of the top 1 percent (Valpy 2017). 

•	 Half of Canadians say they do not trust business – only slightly fewer than the media and politicians 
(Edelman Insights 2017). 

•	 54 percent of Canadians think high-income earners should pay higher taxes (Siekierski 2017).

•	 40 percent of Canadians disagree with the notion that “most people are better off in a free market 
economy” (Pew Research Centre 2017). 

These trends are most marked among millennials and younger voters. A recent Harvard poll found that 51 
percent of those in the US aged between 18 and 29 said they opposed capitalism (Steverman 2017). Comparable 
data for Canada are hard to come by, but it would be wrong to assume much of a different result. A poll 
conducted on Canada Day, for instance, showed that nearly 75 percent of Canadian millennials disagreed that 
the rich pay enough taxes (Wells 2017).
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What does this all mean? 

The problem is not government policies per se. They’re the symptom. The real problem is that the public has 
become disconnected from entrepreneurs, skeptical of business motives, and is losing confidence in the free 
enterprise system. Politicians, for better or for worse, are responding accordingly. 

The Ontario minimum wage issue is a good example. That all three major political parties support the large-scale 
increase – in spite of considerable evidence of its harmful effects – is a sign that the politicians are following 
public sentiment. I can tell you that you don’t win elections telling 60 percent of people that they’re wrong 
(Breen 2017).

This uncomfortable truth needs to be reckoned with. The Chamber of Commerce may occasionally convince 
governments to adopt good policies or revisit bad ones. But until we get to the root of the problem – that is, until 
we address the public’s skepticism about business and markets – the Chamber, its members, and those of us who 
believe in the broad benefits of free enterprise will continue to be on the defensive. 

How We Got Here
It’s begs the question: how did we get here? 

Answering this is key to understanding the source of our current 
political divide and what we can do to bridge it. 

It requires a bit of modern history, if you’ll bear with me. What 
makes the current public skepticism about business and markets 
so notable is that it represents a departure from modern historical 
trends in the direction of free enterprise. 

If the second half of the 20th century was marked by competing 
visions of how we should organize our economies between 
capitalism and communism, the 21st century was supposed to 
be different. The tragedy of the communist experiment and its 
spectacular failure as symbolized by the collapse of the Berlin 
Wall in 1989 seemed to bring an end to this debate. Markets 
and capitalism had won. It was the “end of history” as Francis 
Fukuyama famously put it.

Even in the non-communist world the beginning of the current 
century was marked by a growing consensus in favour of a 
market orientation. Tax rates fell, industries were privatized and 
deregulated, and free trade agreements were signed. 

Most importantly, this wasn’t a merely partisan or ideological approach. The political centre had manifestly 
shifted. 

•	 Democratic President Bill Clinton declared that the “era of big government is over.” 

•	 Labour Prime Minister Tony Blair removed “socialism” from the party’s constitution. 

•	 Liberal Prime Minister Jean Chrétien and finance minister Paul Martin reversed a quarter century of 
deficits and debt by reducing spending and modernizing government. 

“What makes the 
current public 
skepticism 
about business 
and markets so 
notable is that 
it represents a 
departure from 
modern historical 
trends in the 
direction of free 
enterprise.”
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The actions of these leaders weren’t simply window dressing. Data show that economic freedom in OECD 
countries was higher in 2007 (the eve of the global financial crisis) than at any time over the previous century 
and a half (Chart 3). 

CHART 3: Economic freedom around the world (index) - 1995 to 2017
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Source: Heritage Foundation 2018; Funacion Fafael Del Pino n/d; Fraser Institute n/d. 

Business leaders and market proponents had won the big intellectual battles of the previous century. The case 
for free enterprise seemed firmly established – and had broad-based public support. 

The turn of the current century marked the high point for trust and confidence in business and markets. A 2001 
poll in the United States showed that Americans trusted business twice as much as government and the media. 
More than 60 percent of respondents said that they trusted Microsoft to “do the right thing.” That was nearly 
double the response for Amnesty International (Strategy One and Edelman PR Worldwide 2001). 

Then slowly and almost imperceptibly, that confidence started to unravel. The unravelling is still going on. 
There are various reasons for this. 

•	 The global financial crisis and the massive government intervention that followed has created political 
and policy ramifications that favour state activism in the form of more regulations and higher spend-
ing.  

•	 Real evidence of wage stagnation in the US has come to colour many people’s perceptions about mar-
kets and globalization across the developed world – including in Canada. 

•	 Growing concerns about unequal economic outcomes – particularly in developed countries – have led 
to a greater emphasis on redistribution. 
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•	 A large-scale decline in manufacturing employment due to technological innovation and the shift of 
manufacturing jobs off-shore (Chart 4) has produced considerable economic dislocation that tends to 
be concentrated in certain sub-sectors and regions. 

•	 Labour’s share of national income (which was stable for most of the 20th century) has been steadily 
falling across the OECD. In Canada, it has fallen from 65 percent in 1995 to 55 percent in 2005 (OECD 
2015a). 

•	 Rising anxieties about automation and other technology-induced dislocation are causing voters to be-
come increasingly uncertain about the future. One poll found that more than 40 percent of Canadians 
believe their jobs are threatened by technological advancements (CBC News 2016).

•	 Bad actors in the market – from Enron at the beginning of the century to grocery retailers in Canada 
recently accused of price-fixing – have eroded public confidence in business and markets.

CHART 4: Canadian manufacturing employment falling (millions) - 2000 to 2017 
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Source: Statistics Canada 2018 

These unfortunate trends have been exacerbated by the business community, which has failed to effectively 
engage the broader public, including about the broad-based benefits of new investments and innovations. Just 
when such voices are necessary to respond to growing public concerns and admonish those firms or industries 
that have broken the public’s trust, we’ve gone silent. 

We seem more confident rehashing old fights then engaging in new ones. The result is that only one side – from 
Occupy Wall Street to right-wing populists – is talking. No wonder we’re losing. 
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And, believe me, we’re losing. As I mentioned earlier, Canadians’ trust in business has been falling since the 
global financial crisis. You’re now seen as only slightly more trustworthy than politicians, which, alas, does not 
put you in good company (Chart 5).

CHART 5: Canadians losing trust in business - 2007 to 2017
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The upshot is that Fukuyama has been proven incorrect: we’re now witnessing the return of history. Loud and 
clear. We need to respond. You need to tell your story. 

What Should We Do About It?
My call for action now brings me to what I think we should do about these worrying trends. 

The initial problem is that business leaders and pro-market voices are out of practice. We have lost the vocabulary 
we once had to argue the case for free enterprise. Too often we talk and sound like technocrats. We’re focused 
on micro or technical matters. We seem now to want to talk about depreciation rates or labour policies or red 
tape. 

But make no mistake: your critics are focused on the big picture. They’re arguing against business and markets 
– root and branch. And they’re talking over you and directly to the public through social media and other 
channels. It’s no surprise that they’re winning the argument. 

It’s no longer enough, therefore, to advance the case for particular public policies or to lobby against certain 
policy changes. Yes, these are necessary steps, but on their own, they are insufficient. More fundamentally, we 
must rebuild the case for enterprise with policy-makers and the general public. 
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What does this mean? I’d argue three things.
 
1.	 Make the case for enterprise 

The first is that we must re-find our voice. This means talking about the broad-based benefits of free enterprise 
including investment and employment. These benefits are real and shouldn’t be understated. The wealth 
produced by entrepreneurs is what drives our economy, finances our governments, and enables us to maintain 
high standards of living. 

As a December 2017 commentary by the Canadian Chamber of Commerce put it: “profits are important to 
the Canadian economy. They’re what generate jobs. They’re the mainstay for the middle-class – and for all 
Canadians” (Canadian Chamber of Commerce 2017).

This will be self-evident to you. But it’s not for everyone. We need to help people understand. 

Think of it this way. Canadian governments spend about 41 percent of GDP (Chart 6). Where does the money 
come from? Not from a printing press. It comes from the wealth generation of the other 60 percent of the 
economy composed of the private sector. 

CHART 6: Governments consuming 40 cents of every $1 - 1990 to 2016
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Let’s not put too fine a point on this: roughly half of the economy – the entrepreneurial half – has to be dynamic 
and grow in order produce enough revenues to pay for the other half. We shouldn’t be afraid to point this out. 

We also shouldn’t be reluctant to emphasize that Canadian businesses drive employment. Nearly 65 percent 
of working Canadians are in the private sector. And most work for small businesses. More than 70 percent, in 
fact, work for a firm with fewer than 100 employees. Less than 10 percent work for firms with 500 employees 
or more (Chart 7).
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This means that policies that target small 
businesses don’t just affect owners and 
investors. They affect working people – 
and disproportionately so, according to the 
evidence.

Canadian businesses are also generous. 
The latest data show that Canadian firms 
donated more than $2.5 billion in 2010 – 
which, to put it in perspective, is roughly 
the equivalent of one-fifth of corporate 
revenues to the Ontario government (Chart 
8). That figure almost certainly understates 
the magnitude of corporate giving because 
most firms don’t bother to claim the tax 
credit (Ayer n/d). 

CHART 8: Canadian firms are generous (millions) - 1995 to 2010

Source: Ayer n/d. 

This doesn’t even account for tax payments to the public treasury, which are both significant and constantly 
growing. Federal corporate tax revenues have grown, on average, by nearly 5 percent annually since 2000, 
and have steadily increased as a share of overall revenues even as rates have fallen. 

CHART 7: Most Canadians work for smaller firms 
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The list goes on. The point is that entrepreneurship isn’t simply a matter of private or individual good. The 
brilliance of the market system is that it harnesses the self-interest of the entrepreneur to deliver broad 
economic and social benefits. No other economic system can replicate this profound insight. 

The market is a social institution that facilitates voluntary exchange for the betterment of those involved, 
including customers, workers, and investors. As Adam Smith famously put it: “It is not from the benevolence 
of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own self-
interest.”

We need to rebuild the case for entrepreneurship among our fellow citizens. After all, they’re invested – directly 
and indirectly – in the dynamism and success of free enterprise as workers, consumers, and stockholders.  

2.	 Provide an opportunity agenda for those affected by change

Which brings me to my second point. While the market 
trajectory over the past quarter century has been generally 
positive, it hasn’t been universally so. We need to be honest and 
transparent about this, and do a better job supporting those 
who’ve been “left behind.” 

Markets are much better than governments at matching good 
ideas with capital, labour, and customers. Capitalism has 
enabled unprecedented wealth and opportunity in Canada and 
around the world. But champions of “free enterprise” must be 
clear-eyed and honest about its limitations. Conservative thinker 
Irving Kristol’s formulation about “two cheers for capitalism” 
(which was also the title of one of his books) is important to 
remember. 

Too frequently we’ve forgotten this in the past several years. 
We’ve come to think and talk about markets in abstraction. 
We can sound a lot like an Ayn Rand novel. Markets are tools. 
They’re not an objective. 

We can’t ignore that the process of “creative destruction” certainly produces “losers.” We shouldn’t discount 
the challenges that this can cause for them and their families. And it isn’t limited to financial challenges. It can 
have deeper socio-cultural effects as well. We’ve seen this first-hand here in Northwestern Ontario. 

Business leaders have long struggled with how to communicate with and about those adversely affected by 
these market forces. It’s a big and complex problem. But silence or neglect is surely not the answer.

Neither are arguments about how we’re better off in the aggregate or new ideas like guaranteed annual 
income which amount to either dismissiveness or essentially paying off those who’ve been displaced. People 
don’t want handouts. They want the opportunity for paid employment, and to be able to support themselves 
and their families. This is a fundamental point: so much of the populism that we’re witnessing around the 
world isn’t just about materialism. It’s about the dignity and self-respect that comes with paid work. People 
want to feel productive. We all need to be needed.

“While the market 
trajectory over 
the past quarter 
century has been 
generally positive, 
it hasn’t been 
universally so.”
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What does this mean in practical terms?

We must get back to putting people at the centre of how we think about the economy. In particular, the 
Chamber, its members, and the rest of us need to develop a serious and credible agenda to help those who have 
been dislocated find new work.3 

American economist Arthur Brooks calls this policy agenda a focus on “neededness.” As he puts it, policy-
makers should be setting their focus on a single, basic question: “Does this policy make people more or less 
needed – in their families, their communities, and the broader economy?” (Sunde 2017).

I don’t think that I can overstate how important this is. No one else is going to make these arguments and 
advance this positive policy agenda. Critics of markets and capitalism have no incentives to come up with 
solutions. Inaction actually serves their ends as more and more people become fed up and open to radical 
ideas. It’s up to supporters of free enterprise to put forward a better way. 

A big part of this is talking less about what we’re against and more about what we’re for. The minimum wage 
debate is a good example. One side is arguing for higher wages. The other is arguing for the status quo. Who’s 
going to win?

More broadly, then, we need to develop and advance a positive agenda focused on broad-based opportunity. 
Opportunity should be our new byword. 

What does this mean, you might ask? It means not simply focusing on trying to equalize results but rather 
trying to equalize opportunity. People start with different financial and non-financial endowments. There’s a 
role for public policy to try to correct for these differences. 

It’s not easy. Differences in social capital – including different experiences and networks – are inevitable and 
there are limits to the extent to which we can account for them. People also have different aptitudes, choices, 
and priorities. No policy can or should seek to do away with these individualized factors. 

But that doesn’t mean that there’s no scope for public policy. There are various things that we can do – including 
family-oriented tax policies, educational choice, means-tested benefits for child care and post-secondary 
education, affordable and responsible homeownership, pro-work income support programs (including wage 
subsidies and wage insurance), and an economy in which people of different backgrounds and skills can find 
work and contribute. These would all be useful elements of a pro-opportunity agenda.

Why do I emphasize equality of opportunity rather than equality of results? A key reason is that there are 
limits to redistribution as we’ve written and talked about at MLI (Speer 2017a). But it’s also because it’s what 
people care about. There’s considerable evidence that people are more concerned about fairness than equality. 
Put differently: the public is prepared to accept unequal outcomes if it believes that the system is fair, and 
that people have similar opportunities to pursue their goals and achieve success. As a major study out of Yale 
University has put it: “human beings, the research suggests, are not natural-born socialists, but we do care 
about justice” (Speer 2017b).

It is important, therefore, for groups like the Chamber of Commerce to focus not just on narrow, business-
related issues, but to present and champion an “opportunity agenda,” including some of the elements that I’ve 
already discussed. We must be champions for opportunity and neededness. Not only is this the right thing to 
do, it’s essential for growing and maintaining public support for business and markets. 
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A related point is that we must be more sensitive to the institutional and systemic barriers that preclude certain 
groups from full participation in the economy. Labour force participation rates for Indigenous Canadians, per-
sons with disabilities, and others still lag too far behind (Chart 9). Persons without post-secondary education 
are also too often neglected in our policy and political circles. They are the most prone to trade- or technology-
induced dislocation. We must be champions for them.

CHART 9: Indigenous Canadians are still lagging in the labour force - 2007 to 2016 
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But I’m optimistic about progress. Lakehead University (where I am a board member) is at the centre of this 
transformation. The university and the region both have something major to offer the rest of the country. It’s a 
positive story and those of us in this room need to work together to help tell it.

3.	 Provide constructive leadership

The third and final step is to rebuild the trust and confidence of ordinary citizens in business itself.

This must start with a recognition that the erosion of their confidence is partly a self-inflicted problem. The 
actions and choices of some businesses (present company excluded) has understandably contributed to growing 
public cynicism and distrust. I don’t think that we can ignore this truth. 

This isn’t merely a case of misunderstanding or ignorance on the part of the public. Let’s be honest: some 
businesses have screwed up.

I mentioned the recent price-fixing issue earlier. I think it’s a notable example. Here we have some of Canada’s 
largest and most profitable companies colluding to keep the prices of bread – a staple product – artificially high 
for 15 years. And then these companies have the audacity to be among the most vocal critics of the minimum 
wage increase (Subramanian 2017). 

It requires a certain degree of cognitive dissonance or low self-awareness for them to take such a position. It 
makes you wonder: who is advising these people?
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Even if their arguments about the harmful effects of the minimum wage hike are sound, these companies have 
no credibility with working people. Their actions only harm the cause.  

The business community needs to do a better job of self-policing. You need to call out and isolate bad actors. 
The risk for negative repercussions in the form of diminished public trust and ultimately injurious public 
policy is too great. 

In fact, I would argue that those businesses that play by the rules and work hard to build and maintain a 
positive public reputation should be the most critical of those that do the opposite. You cannot afford to let the 
poor choices of others pollute the public environment. You should support tougher sanctions against those 
who act contrary to market principles and harm consumers. Failing to do so only risks your own reputations 
and the potential for government overreach in response to a high-profile case.  

Here is where the Chamber of Commerce can play a constructive role. Take ownership of these issues. Show 
the public that business is ahead of the curve. Champion free enterprise rather than merely corporate interests. 
Stake out a position as pro-market rather pro-business. 

It’s also important for businesses to build direct networks 
with workers, suppliers, customers, communities, and others. 
You cannot afford to have your vision and accompanying 
messages translated through public channels and through 
intermediaries, including politicians and the media. Your 
opponents are speaking directly to the public. You must do 
so too. 

It’s not just about communications, either. Businesses should 
seek to hire and supply locally to the extent possible as part 
of this effort to build direct networks (Craig 2016). Specific 
efforts should be taken to help bring underrepresented groups 
into the economic mainstream.

The business community has the opportunity to lead on these 
issues. I encourage you to take it. Public trust is ultimately 
essential to your continued success. 

Thunder Bay as a Model
But, of course, you already know the points I’ve made. They are at the root of the Thunder Bay model. 

I started my remarks by saying that I think Thunder Bay’s business community can serve as a model for others 
elsewhere. I wasn’t just playing to the crowd. I really meant it. 

Last summer, I wrote a column in the Globe and Mail about Thunder Bay. In it, I talked about the city’s sense 
of solidarity (Speer 2017c). It is a special place, and I wanted others across the country to know about it. 

Local businesses are a big part of this community orientation. You are always the first to donate, or volunteer, 
or support community initiatives. There are countless examples. It’s part of the reason why Thunder Bay has 
one of the highest per capita rates of charitable giving in the country (Kitching 2017).

“Businesses should 
seek to hire and 
supply locally to 
the extent possible 
as part of this 
effort to build 
direct networks.” 
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I spent some time on choosetbayfirst.com last week. I encourage you to do so too. It’s hard to spend any time 
on the site and not feel good about the city. I read about the involvement of local businesses in Habitat for 
Humanity. And about long-time friends following in the family business. And my high school mate, James 
Nigro, whose Mars Clothing company solved my Christmas shopping conundrum. 

You’re invested in the community and the community is invested in you. I’m not sure how many other local 
chambers can say the same these days. 

I would go further, in fact: The lack of personal and community connections is a major part of the reason 
for the growing divide between business and the broader population. The public often no longer knows the 
people behind the businesses and store fronts. Some have become impersonal corporations (and even just 
websites) with no human characteristics or roots in the community. It’s easy for voters to demand such entities 
pay higher taxes and higher costs. 

One of the most important books of 2017 was The Road to Somewhere by British scholar David Goodhart, 
who seeks to understand current economic, social, and political trends. He makes a persuasive case that the 
current populist moment stems from a growing socio-economic and political division between those who live 
“Anywhere” and those who live “Somewhere.” Basically, his point is that modern society is broadly divided 
between highly mobile yet unrooted populations and those with deep and lasting local connections. And that 
this growing divide is behind the current polarization. 

I often picture Thunder Bay and the people who live here whenever I think of Goodhart’s conception of 
“somewhere.” People want community. People want meaningful relationships. People want to be needed. 
People want opportunity. People want to be from somewhere. This is what the Thunder Bay Chamber of 
Commerce and its membership is all about. This is what you have to share with businesses and citizens across 
the country. It’s this vision that will help us bridge the political divide and ultimately reaffirm the case for 
enterprise. 



Commentary: rediscovering the Case for enterprise16

About the Author

Sean Speer is a Munk Senior Fellow for fiscal policy at the Macdonald-
Laurier Institute. He is also an associate fellow at the R Street 
Institute and a fellow at the University of Toronto’s School of Public 

Policy and Governance.

He previously served in different roles for the federal government includ-
ing as senior economic advisor to the Prime Minister. He has been cited 
by The Hill Times as one of the most influential people in government 
and by Embassy Magazine as one of the top 80 people influencing Cana-
dian foreign policy.

He has written extensively about federal policy issues, including taxes 
and government spending, retirement income security, social mobility, 
and economic competitiveness. His articles have appeared in every ma-
jor national and regional newspaper in Canada (including the Globe and 
Mail and National Post) as well as prominent US-based publications (in-
cluding the Wall Street Journal and National Review Online). Sean holds 
an M.A. in History from Carleton University and has studied economic 
history as a PhD candidate at Queen’s University.



Commentary: rediscovering the Case for enterprise17

References
Artuso, Antonella. 2017. “Ontario has fastest-rising hydro prices in country: Study.” Toronto Sun, July 20. Available 

at http://torontosun.com/2017/07/20/ontario-has-fastest-rising-hydro-prices-in-country-study/wcm/574a545d-
0083-4dbe-a02c-73198b42f91d

Ayer, Steven. n/d. Corporate Giving in Canada: The Latest Data, Trends, and Implications. PowerPoint 
presentation. Imagine Canada. Available at http://www.imaginecanada.ca/sites/default/files/www/en/
partnershipforum/ayer_en_june2011.pdf

Breen, Kerri. 2017. “60% of Ontarians Support $15 Minimum Wage, Poll Finds.” Global News, December 28. 
Available at https://globalnews.ca/news/3936185/60-of-ontarians-support-15-minimum-wage-poll-finds/ 

Canadian Chamber of Commerce. 2017. “5 minutes for Business: In Praise of Profit.” Chamber Blog, December 19. 
Canadian Chamber of Commerce. Available at http://www.chamber.ca/media/blog/171219-in-praise-of-profit/

Canadian Press. 2018. “Kathleen Wynne Calls Out Children of Tim Hortons Founders For Slashing Employee 
Benefits.” Huffington Post, January 4. Available at http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2018/01/04/kathleen-wynne-
calls-out-children-of-tim-hortons-founders-for-slashing-employee-benefits_a_23324163/

CBC News. 2016. “42% of Canadian jobs at high risk of being affected by automation, new study suggests.” CBC 
News, June 15. Available at http://www.cbc.ca/news/business/automation-job-brookfield-1.3636253

Craig, William. 2016. “5 Benefits of Hiring Locally.” Forbes, September 13. Available at https://www.forbes.com/
sites/williamcraig/2016/09/13/5-benefits-of-hiring-locally/#7336d0384c1b

Department of Finance Canada. 2017. “Fiscal Reference Tables.” Department of Finance Canada, September. 
Available at https://www.fin.gc.ca/frt-trf/2017/frt-trf-17-eng.pdf

Edelman Insights. 2017. 2017 Edelman Trust Barometer: Canada. LinkedIn. Available at https://www.slideshare.
net/EdelmanInsights/2017-edelman-trust-barometer-canadian-results

Fraser Institute. n/d. “Economic Freedom.” Available at https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/economic-
freedom.

Funacion Fafael Del Pino. n/d. “HIEL Indices Evolution (Five-year moving averages).” Available at espacioinvestiga.
org/hiel-eng/hiel-global-data/hiel-world-map-oecd/?lang=en.

Government of Canada. 2016. “Key Small Business Statistics - June 2016.” Government of Canada, June. Available 
at https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/061.nsf/eng/h_03018.html

Heritage Foundation. 2018. Index of Economic Freedom. Available at https://www.heritage.org/index/explore.

Kitching, Heather. 2017. “Thunder Bay residents more charitable than most, StatsCan numbers suggest.” 
CBC News, February 23. Available at http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/charity-thunder-bay-
statscan-1.3993896

http://torontosun.com/2017/07/20/ontario-has-fastest-rising-hydro-prices-in-country-study/wcm/574a545d-0083-4dbe-a02c-73198b42f91d
http://torontosun.com/2017/07/20/ontario-has-fastest-rising-hydro-prices-in-country-study/wcm/574a545d-0083-4dbe-a02c-73198b42f91d
http://www.imaginecanada.ca/sites/default/files/www/en/partnershipforum/ayer_en_june2011.pdf
http://www.imaginecanada.ca/sites/default/files/www/en/partnershipforum/ayer_en_june2011.pdf
https://globalnews.ca/news/3936185/60-of-ontarians-support-15-minimum-wage-poll-finds/
http://www.chamber.ca/media/blog/171219-in-praise-of-profit/
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2018/01/04/kathleen-wynne-calls-out-children-of-tim-hortons-founders-for-slashing-employee-benefits_a_23324163/
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2018/01/04/kathleen-wynne-calls-out-children-of-tim-hortons-founders-for-slashing-employee-benefits_a_23324163/
http://www.cbc.ca/news/business/automation-job-brookfield-1.3636253
https://www.slideshare.net/EdelmanInsights/2017-edelman-trust-barometer-canadian-results
https://www.slideshare.net/EdelmanInsights/2017-edelman-trust-barometer-canadian-results
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/charity-thunder-bay-statscan-1.3993896
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/thunder-bay/charity-thunder-bay-statscan-1.3993896


Commentary: rediscovering the Case for enterprise18

Moyser, Melissa. 2017. “Aboriginal People Living Off-Reserve and the Labour Market: Estimates from the Labour 
Force Survey, 2007-2015.” Statistics Canada, March 16. Available at  http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/71-588-
x/71-588-x2017001-eng.htm

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD]. 2015a. The Labour Share in G20 Economies. 
OECD, February. Available at https://www.oecd.org/g20/topics/employment-and-social-policy/The-Labour-
Share-in-G20-Economies.pdf

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD]. 2015b. Back to Work: Canada: Improving 
the Re-employment Prospects of Displaced Workers. OECD. Available at https://www.keepeek.com//
Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/employment/back-to-work-canada_9789264233454-en#page4 

Pew Research Centre. 2017. “Views of the Free Market.” Global Indicators Database: Canada. Pew Research 
Centre, August. Available at http://www.pewglobal.org/database/indicator/18/country/39/

Siekierski, B.J. 2017. “Canadians still on board with Liberals’ tax-the-rich message: poll.” iPolitics, September 8. 
Available at https://ipolitics.ca/2017/09/08/canadians-still-on-board-with-liberals-tax-the-rich-message-poll/

Speer, Sean. 2017a. Taxing the 1%: The limits of redistribution and a plan for inclusive growth. Macdonald-
Laurier Institute, April. Available at https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/files/pdf/MLISpeerTaxing1PercentPaperF_
Web.pdf

Speer, Sean. 2017b. Why We Need to Move from Redistribution to Equality of Opportunity: Sean Speer for 
Sun Papers. Macdonald-Laurier Institute, June 24. Available at https://www.macdonaldlaurier.ca/why-we-
need-to-move-from-redistribution-to-equality-of-opportunity-sean-speer-for-sun-papers/

Speer, Sean. 2017c. Amid Despair in Thunder Bay, a Reason for Hope: Sean Speer in the Globe. Macdonald-
Laurier Institute, July 31. Available at https://www.macdonaldlaurier.ca/amid-despair-in-thunder-bay-a-
reason-for-hope-sean-speer-in-the-globe/

Statistics Canada. 2017. “Table 204-0001” High income trends of tax filers in Canada, provinces, territories and 
census metropolitan areas (CMA), national thresholds, annual.” Government of Canada. Available at http://
www5.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a26?lang=eng&retrLang=eng&id=2040001&&pattern=&stByVal=1&p1=1&p
2=31&tabMode=dataTable&csid=

Statistics Canada. 2018. “Employment by industry.” Statistics Canada, January 5. Available at www.statcan.gc.ca/
tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/econ40-eng.htm.

Steverman, Ben. 2017. “Get Rid of Capitalism? Millennials Are Ready to Talk About It.” Bloomberg, November 
6. Available at https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-11-06/get-rid-of-capitalism-millennials-are-
ready-to-talk-about-it 

Strategy One and Edelman PR Worldwide. 2001. The Relationship Among NGOs, Government, Media and 
Corporate Sector. PowerPoint presentation, January. Strategy One and Edelman PR Worldwide. Available at 
https://cms.edelman.com/sites/default/files/2017-03/2001-Edelman-Trust-Barometer.pdf

Subramanian, Vanmala. 2017. “Wage woes.” Vice News, July 28. Available athttps://news.vice.com/en_ca/article/
kzgknz/loblaws-billionaire-ceo-unhappy-that-he-has-to-pay-his-workers-3-more-an-hour

https://www.oecd.org/g20/topics/employment-and-social-policy/The-Labour-Share-in-G20-Economies.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/g20/topics/employment-and-social-policy/The-Labour-Share-in-G20-Economies.pdf
http://www.pewglobal.org/database/indicator/18/country/39/
https://ipolitics.ca/2017/09/08/canadians-still-on-board-with-liberals-tax-the-rich-message-poll/
https://www.macdonaldlaurier.ca/why-we-need-to-move-from-redistribution-to-equality-of-opportunity-sean-speer-for-sun-papers/
https://www.macdonaldlaurier.ca/why-we-need-to-move-from-redistribution-to-equality-of-opportunity-sean-speer-for-sun-papers/
https://www.macdonaldlaurier.ca/amid-despair-in-thunder-bay-a-reason-for-hope-sean-speer-in-the-globe/
https://www.macdonaldlaurier.ca/amid-despair-in-thunder-bay-a-reason-for-hope-sean-speer-in-the-globe/
http://www5.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a26?lang=eng&retrLang=eng&id=2040001&&pattern=&stByVal=1&p1=1&p2=31&tabMode=dataTable&csid
http://www5.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a26?lang=eng&retrLang=eng&id=2040001&&pattern=&stByVal=1&p1=1&p2=31&tabMode=dataTable&csid
http://www5.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a26?lang=eng&retrLang=eng&id=2040001&&pattern=&stByVal=1&p1=1&p2=31&tabMode=dataTable&csid
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-11-06/get-rid-of-capitalism-millennials-are-ready-to-talk-about-it
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-11-06/get-rid-of-capitalism-millennials-are-ready-to-talk-about-it
https://cms.edelman.com/sites/default/files/2017-03/2001-Edelman-Trust-Barometer.pdf


Commentary: rediscovering the Case for enterprise19

Sunde, Joseph. 2017. “The Future of Work: Arthur Brooks on Human Dignity and ‘Neededness.’” Acton Institute 
Powerblog, March 28. Acton Institute. Available at http://blog.acton.org/archives/92799-the-future-of-
work-arthur-brooks-on-human-dignity-and-neededness.html 

Valpy, Michael. 2017. “Populist anger is real, and Canada had better wake up.” Globe and Mail, April 14. 
Available at https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/populist-anger-is-real-and-canada-had-better-
wake-up/article34268031/

Veldhuis, Niels, and Jason Clemens. 2017. “Extraordinary statement by the finance minister captures 
government’s approach to the economy.” Macleans, September 15. Available at https://www.fraserinstitute.
org/article/extraordinary-statement-by-the-finance-minister-captures-governments-approach-to-the-
economy

Wells, Paul. 2017. “A new survey explores what makes us Canadian.” Maclean’s, June 1. Available at http://
www.macleans.ca/news/canada/a-new-survey-for-canada-150-explores-what-makes-us-canadian/ 

Endnotes
1 The top 1 percent of taxfilers (roughly 270,000 people) paid 22 percent in 2015. The top 5 percent paid 

41 percent. The top 10 percent paid 55 percent. The bottom 50 percent (roughly 13 million people) paid 
only 4.3 percent.

2  The top 1 percent (111,000 taxfilers) is 44 percent, the top 5 percent (536,000 taxfilers) is 44 percent, the 
top 10 percent (1.1 million taxfilers) is 58 percent, and the bottom 50 percent (5.6 million taxfilers) is 4 
percent (see Statistics Canada 2017).

3 Even displaced workers who find a new job within the first year tend to experience important earning 
losses. One in five displaced workers faces hourly wage cuts of 25 percent or more. On average, real an-
nual earnings fall by 60 percent in the year following displacement, not taking benefit payments into ac-
count (see OECD 2015b).  

http://blog.acton.org/archives/92799-the-future-of-work-arthur-brooks-on-human-dignity-and-neededness.html
http://blog.acton.org/archives/92799-the-future-of-work-arthur-brooks-on-human-dignity-and-neededness.html
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/populist-anger-is-real-and-canada-had-better-wake-up/article34268031/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/populist-anger-is-real-and-canada-had-better-wake-up/article34268031/
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/article/extraordinary-statement-by-the-finance-minister-captures-governments-approach-to-the-economy
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/article/extraordinary-statement-by-the-finance-minister-captures-governments-approach-to-the-economy
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/article/extraordinary-statement-by-the-finance-minister-captures-governments-approach-to-the-economy
http://www.macleans.ca/news/canada/a-new-survey-for-canada-150-explores-what-makes-us-canadian/
http://www.macleans.ca/news/canada/a-new-survey-for-canada-150-explores-what-makes-us-canadian/


For more information visit: www.MacdonaldLaurier.ca

Critically Acclaimed, 
Award-Winning Institute
The Macdonald-Laurier Institute fills a gap in 
Canada’s democratic infrastructure by focusing 
our work on the full range of issues that fall 
under Ottawa’s jurisdiction.

•  One of the top five think tanks in Canada and 
No. 1 in Ottawa according to the University of 
Pennsylvania.

•  Cited by five present and former Canadian Prime 
Ministers, as well as by David Cameron, the 
British Prime Minister.

•  First book, The Canadian Century: Moving out 
of America’s Shadow, won the Sir Antony Fisher 
International Memorial Award in 2011.

•  Hill Times says Brian Lee Crowley is one of the 
100 most influential people in Ottawa.

•  The Wall Street Journal, the Economist, the 
Globe and Mail, the National Post and many 
other leading national and international 
publications have quoted the Institute’s work.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Where You’ve Seen Us

Ideas Change the World

Independent and non-partisan, the 
Macdonald-Laurier Institute is increasingly 
recognized as the thought leader on national 
issues in Canada, prodding governments, 
opinion leaders and the general public to 
accept nothing but the very best public policy 
solutions for the challenges Canada faces.

“The study by Brian Lee Crowley and Ken Coates is a 
‘home run’. The analysis by Douglas Bland will make many 
uncomfortable but it is a wake up call that must be read.” 
FORMER CANADIAN PRIME MINISTER PAUL MARTIN ON 
MLI’S PROJECT ON ABORIGINAL PEOPLE AND THE NATURAL 
RESOURCE ECONOMY.



What Do We Do?
When you change how people think, you change 
what they want and how they act. That is why thought 
leadership is essential in every field. At MLI, we strip away 
the complexity that makes policy issues unintelligible 
and present them in a way that leads to action, to better 
quality policy decisions, to more effective government, 
and to a more focused pursuit of the national interest of 
all Canadians. MLI is the only non-partisan, independent 
national public policy think tank based in Ottawa that 
focuses on the full range of issues that fall under the 
jurisdiction of the federal government.

What Is in a Name?
The Macdonald-Laurier Institute exists not merely to 
burnish the splendid legacy of two towering figures 
in Canadian history – Sir John A. Macdonald and Sir 
Wilfrid Laurier – but to renew that legacy. A Tory and 
a Grit, an English speaker and a French speaker – these 
two men represent the very best of Canada’s fine political 
tradition. As prime minister, each championed the values 
that led to Canada assuming her place as one of the world’s 
leading democracies. We will continue to vigorously uphold 
these values, the cornerstones of our nation. 

Working for a Better Canada 
Good policy doesn’t just happen; it requires good 
ideas, hard work, and being in the right place 
at the right time. In other words, it requires MLI. 
We pride ourselves on independence, and accept no 
funding from the government for our research. If you 
value our work and if you believe in the possibility 
of a better Canada, consider making a tax-deductible 
donation. The Macdonald-Laurier Institute is a 
registered charity.

For more information visit: www.MacdonaldLaurier.ca

Our Issues

The Institute undertakes 
an impressive program of 
thought leadership on public 
policy. Some of the issues we 
have tackled recently include:

•  Aboriginal people and the 
management of our natural 
resources;

•  Making Canada’s justice  
system more fair and efficient;

•  Defending Canada’s  
innovators and creators;

•  Controlling government debt  
at all levels;

•  Advancing Canada’s interests 
abroad;

•  Ottawa’s regulation of foreign 
investment; and

•  How to fix Canadian health 
care.

About the Macdonald-Laurier Institute



Oldest Profession or Oldest Oppression? 

CONTACT US:   Macdonald-Laurier Institute 
323 Chapel Street, Suite #300 

 Ottawa, Ontario, Canada 
 K1N 7Z2

TELEPHONE:  (613) 482-8327

WEBSITE:  www.MacdonaldLaurier.ca

CONNECT  
WITH US: @MLInstitute

www.facebook.com/ 
MacdonaldLaurierInstitute

www.youtube.com/ 
MLInstitute

What people are saying 
about the Macdonald-
Laurier Institute

In five short years, the institute has 
established itself as a steady source of 
high-quality research and thoughtful 
policy analysis here in our nation’s 
capital. Inspired by Canada’s deep-
rooted intellectual tradition of ordered 
liberty – as exemplified by Macdonald 
and Laurier – the institute is making 
unique contributions to federal public 
policy and discourse. Please accept my 
best wishes for a memorable anniversary 
celebration and continued success.

THE RIGHT HONOURABLE STEPHEN HARPER

The Macdonald-Laurier Institute is an 
important source of fact and opinion for 
so many, including me. Everything they 
tackle is accomplished in great depth 
and furthers the public policy debate in 
Canada. Happy Anniversary, this is but 
the beginning.

THE RIGHT HONOURABLE PAUL MARTIN

In its mere five years of existence, the 
Macdonald-Laurier Institute, under 
the erudite Brian Lee Crowley’s vibrant 
leadership, has, through its various 
publications and public events, forged a 
reputation for brilliance and originality 
in areas of vital concern to Canadians: 
from all aspects of the economy to health 
care reform, aboriginal affairs, justice, 
and national security.

BARBARA KAY, NATIONAL POST COLUMNIST

Intelligent and informed debate 
contributes to a stronger, healthier and 
more competitive Canadian society. In 
five short years the Macdonald-Laurier 
Institute has emerged as a significant 
and respected voice in the shaping of 
public policy. On a wide range of issues 
important to our country’s future, 
Brian Lee Crowley and his team are 
making a difference. 

JOHN MANLEY, CEO COUNCIL


