
Corky Evans, MLA, Nelson/Creston: I know that it’s
5:30pm on a Thursday afternoon, and the galleries—am I
allowed to say that the galleries are empty? I’m guessing that
folks at home, those of you who are watching…. We’re
honoured, but I’m imagining that this debate is somewhat
difficult for people to understand.

I’d like to start by simply explaining what I understand
about the nature of this debate so that maybe it’ll have some
relevance to those folks that are watching or who may someday
in the future—in an attempt to understand this law, should it
pass—read the record and find out what at least one MLA
thought.

It’s my impression that medicare in Canada … it is
supported by the federal government. Canada has a Canada
Health Act, and the primary interest of the federal government
is really just to pay for, or assist to pay for, and set the
principles of how we deliver health care. But actually delivering
it….

Going to a hospital or a doctor or a clinic, seeing to it that
those doctors get paid, how that will all work—that is delivered
in Canada by provinces. So you not only have to have a federal
law that says how the system works in principle and how the
federal government will participate in funding, but in every
single one of the ten provinces you also have to have a
provincial act that says how that province will deliver their
responsibility for health care.

In British Columbia we have the Medicare Protection Act,
and that guarantees—to everybody watching or, someday,
reading this—medical care provided by the Crown, and it has
exactly the same principles in it that all the other provinces and
the federal government have. Those principles are that the
health care we deliver here will be universal, comprehensive,
accessible, portable and publicly administrated.

The great news is that there’s no big arguing and bickering
between Canada and British Columbia on this issue. We agree
on the five. There’s no bickering between the government side
and the opposition on this issue. We agree on the five.
Historically in Canada it’s one of the few points in which you
don’t see struggle and argument and blame. Canadians agree
with the five principles of howwe delivermedicare.

Folks who are watching this debate: what I think is
happening here is that for the first time in my experience,
which is a long time, we’re proposing to change the five
principles— universality, comprehensiveness, accessibility,
portability and being publicly administrated—and add a sixth
principle, which is called ‘sustainable.’

Now, you would assume, folks, that you’ve got a
government—and it’s got the majority of folks—and you’ve got
an opposition and that this debate would work like many. A
government person would speak; an opposition person would
speak; a government person would speak; an opposition person
would speak. There would be what we call dialogue or debate.
The elevated words are ‘public discourse’.

You folks at home watching the debate would then get to
choose from the options about why we would change the five
historical principles ofmedicare to six and if it is a good idea.

But this very bizarre debate, as people have been noting, has
been going on for two or three days, and only one side speaks.
What are folks at home to think? What are they to assume is
the rationale for adding that sixth word, when the government
doesn’t speak?

Only the opposition has opinions, and the government, it
would appear, has only one speaker. The minister gets up and
starts debate. Opposition members ask questions. They raise
objections. They say what they think. Days go by. The minister
will get up again and close debate, and there’ll be a vote. There
is no public debate.

You folks at home are being poorly served. You cannot hear
the for-and-against sides because there’s no ‘for’ side. When
that happens in life, when you’re offered two choices and you
don’t get to hear one of them, we could be forgiven—citizens
could be forgiven—for thinking there might be a trick
somewhere.

What if one side of the debate has nothing to say and will
simply pass it by virtue of a majority—a majority of silence? A
majority of silence.

I think the word ‘sustainable’ is lovely. Gee, I hope my
garden is sustainable. I want my kids’ future to be sustainable. I
want my grandchildren to have a sustainable world. It’s a great
word, but I don’t know what it means here. That’s what the 30
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opposition members have been saying for two or three days.
They don’t know what it means, and in the absence of
discourse, we think it might mean something that everybody at
home needs to know, because this might mean your
grandchildren’s ability to access medicare.

I don’t want to denigrate anybody’s contribution. I don’t
even want to denigrate those folks who haven’t contributed.
But, personally, I feel singularly emboldened to comment on
what sustainable might mean by virtue of two factors in my
personal life, professional life, that are different than most of
the members.

The first one is that once in my life I actually was the
Minister of Health. I actually had to struggle with the
tremendous budget issues delivered unto that poor individual
trying to manage a budget all over the province. I had to
manage with the blame when something went wrong and
someone was on TV not being served or, worse, dying. I had to
go to Treasury Board and beg for money.

I actually understand this word ‘sustainable.’ I understand
the difficulties of running the principle, I think, a little bit
differently than you might, Honourable Speaker, or others in
this room. So I have tremendous sympathy for the Minister of
Health of any political party trying to make the public system
work, because of course, there’s the principle of accountability.
It all comes down to one individual. When Global TV or BCTV
puts health care on the evening news, it comes down to one
individual being accountable in the morning for whatever went
wrong.

I gave tremendous thought to this question of the
affordability of public care when I was minister and when I had
to go beg with Treasury Board, so I understand the importance
of public discourse. Or I wish for public discourse. I wish that
the government was part of this debate on the question of how
we manage public health care and make it affordable.

I’ve got to tell you that in the time that I had that job and
had those struggles, it never occurred to me that the way to
resolve it was to add a word to the medicare act. It never
occurred to me that the way to deal with the positives and
negatives of raising more money or spending money, or what
have you, was to change the law.

A law is the most constraining form of influence that we
have in western civilization. It’s not like a suggestion. It’s not
like a principle. It’s not like a value. A law is the tightest box you
can build. Everybody who has ever worked here understands
that the worst way to manage society is with a piece of
legislation, because it’s a box.

So the idea of adding a word into a sentence in order to
manage a budget and to provide health care to four million
people never occurred to me, and I don’t think it ever occurred
to any Minister of Health ever before faced with that terribly
difficult task. 

It does not resolve the problem. That’s the first point I

wanted to make based on personal experience. Adding a word
to the medicare act does not solve the problem, so it must be
intended to do something else. It doesn’t make the minister’s
job any easier, it doesn’t make the government’s job any easier,
and it doesn’t provide better care. So why would you do it? I’ve
been waiting here for three days to hear somebody tell me. Why
would you do it? Nobody stands up. This is not a debate.
Nobody is standing up to answer the question.

The other thing from my personal life that, I think, leads
me to stand here today opposing this bill is…. You hear lots of
debate, from this side at any rate, about the Canadian care
system against the American system. We live right next door to
this monolith, this elephant, so naturally, everybody in our
province or in our country, when they think different system,
they think American system. They’ve got friends down there
and cousins down there, and they see it on TV.

I actually got to live in both countries, and so I got to see the
American system and the Canadian system right up close. I
want to tell you stories about, firstly, why I don’t want to go to
the American system. I’ll tell you about my cousin Margaret.
My cousin Margaret married a professor, which means a guy
with money, a Harvard guy or something. They were quite
wealthy. He had a health care plan, and they were married and
had some kids, and everything went fine. My cousin,
unfortunately, got breast cancer and then was made well,
because of course, her family was covered by a health plan, and
so she recovered.

Then my cousin and her husband separated and divorced.
This is a person who is now perfectly well, a person in the upper
middle class, a person with money but separated now from her
husband, who taught at university and had a health care plan.
So she shopped across the country. She had choice. She had the
American idea of consumer choice. She shopped all the way
across the United States trying to find a medical plan that
would take a woman who had once had breast cancer. Zip. She
isn’t poor. She isn’t a poor person. She’s a consumer, a person
with cash, who drives a big car, and she couldn’t get health care.

The second story I’ll tell you is from my mom—now passed
away. I went to visit my mom when she was 80. She had a
birthday, and we all gathered there to celebrate my mom’s
birthday. She also lived in the United States at the time.
Everybody was there, and they gathered around. My mom’s
name, too, is Margaret, and somebody—one of the cousins—
said: ‘Well, Margaret, you look pretty good. You’re 80, but you
look pretty healthy. How do you think you’re doing?’ And what
she said—because now I’ve been living in Canada—stunned me.
She said: ‘Oh, I’m great. My doctor says: ‘Margaret, you’re
going to live as long as you can afford to pay me to keep you
that way.’’

Can you imagine that, Honourable Speaker? Can you
imagine life expectancy defined by the size of your bank
account? See, in Canada, we don’t feel that way. I immigrated. I
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was 20 years old—21 actually, a couple days after my
birthday. I had two kids and a pregnant wife, and I lived all
that time—my previous life—in the United States. I actually
saw people who didn’t have money bleeding in hospitals
from knife wounds and gunshot wounds when I was a kid.
They just bled.

I lived in a system where my parents had enough money,
so I had a health care system. Then I came to Canada and
got a job as a longshoreman, but I didn’t have papers. I
hadn’t signed up for medicare, BC Med. In fact, we were so
green about how Canada worked that we didn’t even have a
doctor. Bonnie’s pregnant, and Hallowe’en night, she says:
‘Cork, you better wake up. My water’s broke.’ I go: ‘What are
we going to do? We don’t have a doctor; we don’t have a
plan.’ She goes: ‘I don’t care what we do, but we’re going to
the hospital.’

So we drive off to the old hospital in Duncan. I’m scared.
We’ve got little kids in the back. We get to the hospital, and
it’s dark. It’s midnight. We go in there, and the emergency
room nurse says: ‘Oh, it looks like you’re having a baby,
dear.’ Bonnie says: ‘Yeah.’ She puts her in a wheelchair, and
off they go. I go to the front of the hospital where there’s a
big oak desk, and I’m standing there in the dark. All the
lights are off in the hospital. I’m standing in the dark and
waiting for somebody to come out and say: ‘Pay. Show me
your papers.’

I’m there for ten minutes, fifteen minutes. I don’t know
what’s happening upstairs. Bonnie’s having a…. I don’t
know, but I’m standing there in the dark waiting because I
don’t imagine that you can be in a hospital ….

Honest to God. I know it sounds silly to you, but I grew
up in a different system, one we’re trying to keep from
coming here.

Finally, this nurse is rushing from one part of the
hospital to the other part. She goes past the big oak desk,
sees me standing there and says: ‘What are you doing
there?’ I said: ‘I’ve got to be admitted here. I’ve got to make a
deal.’ And she says: ‘Aren’t you the guy whose wife’s having
a baby?’ I said: ‘Yeah.’ She said: ‘Well, this is Canada. Go
upstairs, have the baby, and come see me tomorrow. We’re
having a baby here, not doing a deal.’

And even though guys don’t cry, I was crying in the dark
because I didn’t know…. This is a miracle. You see, to those
of us who weren’t born into this system, this is a miracle.
This isn’t how it is out there.

Now we’re just adding one word, eh? Never mind Corky’s
stories about America. We’re just adding one word to the
Canadian principles for medicare. The word is ‘sustainable.’

I would have expected in three days of debate here that
the folks over there, some of whom are pretty smart … Get
up and tell me why I need that word, sustainable. I didn’t
think it would help, as the minister myself. I never saw how
it would help as a parent or citizen. But if there was an

argument for adding that word ‘sustainable’ I would have
thought that I would have heard it by now.

I didn’t hear it. So you know what happens? When
people don’t hear the reason to do something from the
people that are proposing it, they start to think…. They start
to want to look under the rock.

Once upon a time people who worked in this building
were up there with ministers of God in the public’s respect.
Now we’re kind of down there with car salesmen. When the
folks at home see us doing something they don’t understand,
they’re wondering about the fine print. They’re wondering
what’s under the rock.

If you’re going to do something as radical as change the
five words that Canada historically used to define health
care to six, they want to know: ‘What does the sixth word
mean?’ There’s some risk about what it might mean. I think
there’s so much risk that even if I wasn’t afraid that it’s a
trick….

I’m paid wages to oppose. I’m paid…. You know how
democracy works? The government’s supposed to propose
and argue a case. We’re supposed to oppose and argue a
case. Through the argument, stupid stuff is supposed to
disappear, and good public policy and legislation is
supposed to get born.

I’m working with what I have felt, as a person, is a
miracle. When you got a miracle, you don’t add a word
without an understanding. There’s no understanding
coming here because there’s no debate coming here because
nobody has stood up in three days to argue why.

The folks at home — what are they thinking? They’re
thinking maybe that word erodes the history of the other
five. I’m starting to think that, too, and I am an optimistic,
cheerful person. I am not a paranoid person.

I usually look for the best in people and in public policy.
But when nobody will tell me the reason for adding a word
in something that works so well that it’s a miracle, then I’m
starting to think that maybe there’s something in there
that’s going to erode what I had so that my grandchildren
don’t have it. The word says sustainability. That means it
goes on into the future.

We in this room are in control of how much money there
is. We raise taxes; we lower taxes. We charge more for trees,
more for water; we charge less for trees, less for water. We’re
totally in control of how much money there is. Does
sustainable mean that if we say there will be less money,
then there’s less care? Is that what it means?

Honourable Speaker, if that’s what it means, then we
ought to have a debate, not just in this room but
everywhere—but at least in this room.

What is the function of coming to work here? Why did
the people elect you if not to speak? What have you got
except voice? What are you using to do your job, to argue
your case, except your integrity, your words, your debate?
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If you come in here with power because you got 50 votes
and you don’t speak, then the people think it’s a trick. Even I
am starting to think it’s a trick.

We’ve got to withdraw this bill, or else, folks at home,
you’re going to have to rise up, because there’s nothing in
this process that is explaining to me or to you why we are
adding a word to a miracle.

I don’t know if it’s a trick, but I know that it is our job to
try to find out, and we have failed to find out. That means,
folks, that power will answer this question, because debate is
failing in British Columbia today. �
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