
The expression of protest which started with Occupy Wall
Street has spread around the world. Hundreds of people
are camped out in the centre of cities, with their numbers
swelling to thousands on some days when marches,
demonstrations and rallies target banks, big business, and
government offices.

As the widespread Occupy movement has no identified
leadership, membership structure, demands or program,
existing political and economic organizations and the
media have found it difficult to relate to. But because so
many worldwide can participate, it cannot be ignored.

The ‘System’ is the Base Problem
In the US, there is no shortage of issues: economic and
political inequality, unemployment, poverty, many
without health care, student debt, housing foreclosures,
corruption of the political system, exploitation by
corporations and financial institutions. A focus of protest
is ‘the 1%’ of the population, who control some 40% of the
nation’s wealth. But while large corporations and financial
institutions serve as both real and symbolic targets, the
fundamental issue for Occupiers is the ‘System’—the
combination of corporations, government, and the media
that enable the 1% to exploit 
the 99%. 

Occupy seeks basic changes in the ‘System’ and its
behaviour, described as unfair, unjust and sometimes
corrupt. And, so, the System cannot itself fix their
problems.

Interestingly, the System also cannot deal with the
Occupiers via its usual techniques: co-option, infiltration,
deception, bullying, diversion, intimidation, bribery,
media manipulation, blackmail, arrests and prosecution,
etc. That’s the reason that politicians, corporations and the
media complain so loudly about the absence of identifiable
leaders or spokespersons, and the lack of clear demands:
the System’s usual methods of dealing with protest groups
don’t work. There’s nothing to grab on to.

The Issues in Canada
The Canadian Occupy movement’s strategy is similar, as
are some of the issues: Canada’s wealth inequality is not as

serious as in the US, but it exists. 
We have government health care. Our banks are

solvent. Our real estate values have held up; in fact, that’s
an issue in a different way—see below.

But we have unemployment, our students are
massively in debt, we have poverty. Our
political/economic System is different from the US, but we
still have corporate domination and collusion with
government.

What are Canadian Occupiers unhappy about?
First, our income inequality; a recent Canadian Centre

for Policy Alternatives report noted that Canada’s richest
1% took almost a third of all income growth in 1997-2007;
according to UBC’s Paul Kershaw, the top 3.8% of
Canadian families control 67% of total household wealth. 

Canadian students graduate with massive debt loads,
just as American students do. Many people, especially
young families, find it impossible to ‘get ahead’.

Kershaw’s recent study identifies housing as a cause of
this. Using Statistics Canada figures, he calculates that, for
Canadian couples aged 25-34, real family incomes are up
by 5%, but real estate prices are up by 76% in real,
inflation-adjusted dollars. 

In 1976, a house cost three times the average household
income; in 2010, it costs five times. In BC, the situation is
worse; three times income in 1976; seven times income in
2010.

Kershaw points out that baby boomers, who are the
people selling the houses that young families must strive
to buy, have done very well out of this; it’s one more factor
contributing to wealth inequality.

It’s clear that, with this ‘squeeze’, younger Canadians
have great difficulty matching the lifestyle they got used to
when they were kids. Kershaw points out that having
children in Canada now involves a substantial financial
penalty, particularly compared to European nations.

This uncomfortable feeling may be fundamental to
Canadian unhappiness with the System. It’s hard to figure
out who’s to blame. But it’s clear that things are pretty
tough for young people, the core of the Occupy movement.
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Canadian Wellbeing
Of course, economic health is not the only measure of
living standards, although the GDP is widely quoted as a
measure of national progress. It measures the total
economic value of goods and services produced.There are
broader measures though. Many people are familiar with
the Kingdom of Bhutan’s measure of ‘Gross National
Happiness’, and GPIAtlantic’s measure, the ‘Genuine
Progress Indicator’. 

The University of Waterloo has recently developed the
‘Canadian Index of Wellbeing’ which uses statistical
‘scores’ for 64 indicators in Canadians’ quality of life. Roy
Romanow, who heads up the Index, says that since 1994,
its starting point, to 2008, the latest year for which all the
necessary measures are available, GDP grew 31%, while
the Wellbeing Index only gained 11%.

‘It is time,’ suggests the Index, ‘public policy focused

more on the quality of our lives. A high standard of living,
combined with economic growth, would improve
Canada’s competitive advantage while attracting the best
and brightest talents to settle and work here.’ (Or improve
the lot of those of us who are already here.) 

Canadians’ quality of life is sliding in most aspects,
particularly in ‘Leisure and Culture’ and ‘Environment’.
We are working longer and have less free time. These
things are difficult to measure, but contribute to a feeling
of unease. 

We don’t have to know all the details to know that
something is seriously wrong. The Occupy movement,
with its focus on the System, is a clear expression of this. 

The System—government, corporations, and media
alike—cannot ignore the Occupiers. They carry the moral,
social, economic and political seeds of a new Canada—and
they are probably here to stay.0
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