
T
he tireless Elizabeth May was on Galiano
Island all day Sunday, February 6, speaking
at several venues and meeting over one

hundred islanders. 
She was such a visible presence in federal politics

last election, memorably taking part in the 2008
leadership debates, that it is surprising to realize she
has been in politics for less than five years. Until she
ran for the leadership of the Green Party, Elizabeth
had never joined a political party. 

Though she’s had a strong presence in Ottawa
since the 1980s, even serving as Senior Policy
Advisor to Tom McMillan, the Environment
Minister in Brian Mulroney’s Progressive
Conservative government, she always remained
fiercely apolitical, convinced that the way to get
things done was not by joining one party or another
but by working with all of them, striving for
consensus and cooperation wherever she could. In
those comparatively civil days, that worked. 

Part of her job for McMillan, she says, was to
reach out to the environment critics from the
opposition parties, striving for consensus before
one or another bill was presented to Parliament.
This from those distant days when MPs of all
parties were courteous to each other, and a climate
of compromise and cooperation was fostered in the
House of Commons. 

The climate of intimidation, and the venomous,
partisan rhetoric, that has now become the norm in
Ottawa saddens but does not surprise Elizabeth.
Ottawa is a small place, she says, rather like the
Islands—everyone knows everyone else. She knew
the Harpers and their children through junior
hockey leagues and her daughter’s ballet class, and
she knew enough about Stephen Harper’s politics
and his turn of mind to be truly frightened when he
was chosen by his party to be Prime Minister. 

Reprint from Volume 23 Number 5                                                                   Mar 10, 2011

Visit www.islandtides.com to read the current edition and more find more interesting articles on other BC, national
& international topics in our extensive archive of newspapers and articles.

Reprint

ElizabEth May on Galiano ~ heather C Martin

© Island Tides Publishing Ltd.This article may be reproduced with this attribution, in its entirety, with notification to Island Tides Publishing Ltd. 

This article was published (Mar 10, 2011) in ‘Island Tides’. ‘Island Tides’ is an independent, regional newspaper distributing 18,000 print
copies throughout the Gulf Islands and Vancouver Island from Victoria to Campbell River.

Island Tides, Box 55, Pender Island, BC, Canada.       Phone: 250-629-3660.       Fax: 250-629-3838. 

Email: islandtides@islandtides.com.     Website: http://www.islandtides.com

Photo: Marilyn Redivo

Andrew Loveridge gives Elizabeth May a tray made by Island artist Elsie Mussell at Grand Central

Station cafe in Sturdies Bay.

‘Thought without constructive action is demoralizing,’ was
the motto instilled in Elizabeth by her mother, a committed
environmental activist, and by her grandmother before her.
Elizabeth was in danger of becoming demoralized after Harper
was named PM, and so she acted: she threw her hat into the
ring. She is determined to change that level of discourse and to
foster a return to civility in the House of Commons when she is
elected our Member of Parliament. 

That Elizabeth May is not ‘just like all the other politicians’
was made clear when she delivered the guest sermon at
Galiano’s St Margaret of Scotland Church. This was a non-
political event; the gospel that day was part of the Sermon on
the Mount, and that was what Elizabeth spoke to. 

She talked about the universality of that sermon, a treasure
trove of the key teachings of Christ that has touched people of all
faiths and cultures around the world. This was demonstrated
very strikingly, she said, at a conference in Brazil where she was
part of a small group of people from around the world charged
with writing what would come to be known as the Earth
Charter. 
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Mikhail Gorbachev, the co-chair, spoke of the
importance of coming up with a document that truly
resonated with people everywhere, and said, ‘we need to
aspire to greatness; we need to be thinking of the
Sermon on the Mount.’ Elizabeth spoke to one of the
key teachings from the Sermon on the Mount, ‘ you are
the light of the world,’ and the notion that individual
human beings are capable of being that light: ‘let your
light so shine before others.’ How do you shine your
light? The answer, reinforced over and over again, she
said, is to help people who need help; end injustice; end
war and strive for peace.

Elizabeth, who has extensive theological training
from a time when she aspired to be not a politician but
an Anglican Minister, said what Christ was preaching
was not easy, but clear. Get involved. Do what you can.
When you see injustice, when something is wrong, or
unfair, do something about it. 

She quoted a song from an old United Church
hymnal: what we are called to do is to ‘light up my own
little corner’ in whatever way we can. Though she did
not say so, this is clearly what Elizabeth has been trying
to do in her political life. 

She was so furious at the skirting of the issues in the
leadership debates, she said later, that she ran for the
leadership of the Greens with the goal of joining those
debates to make sure the important issues were raised
and got debated. As we all know, that’s what she did:
somehow she persuaded the powers that be that the
lowly leader of the Green Party, without even a seat in
the House of Commons, could and should be part of
those debates. 

Elizabeth May is a force of nature; her energy,
optimism and conviction are contagious. She first ran
for Member of Parliament in Nova Scotia, where she
lived for many years. She wanted to win that riding,
because she was running against Peter Mackay, a
cabinet minister, and she almost did. 

What stopped her was not Peter Mackay, a
lightweight politician at best, but the power of his father
Elmer Mackay’s still formidable political machine. Even
with that, she came heartbreakingly close to winning, so
close that people kept coming up to her after the election
saying, ‘I wish I’d voted for you—I didn’t because I didn’t
think you stood a chance.’ 

Elizabeth stands an even better chance in our own
riding, in which polls have consistently shown to be the
‘greenest’ riding in Canada. If she doesn’t win, it won’t
be for lack of trying. She has now lived and worked in

our own riding for more than a year-and-a-half, and she
is a whirlwind; she is everywhere. 

Elizabeth was just back from Ottawa, where she’d
attended the first sitting of Parliament since November,
and it’s clear to her that a spring election is a very real
possibility. 

Recent polls show Elizabeth is running neck to neck
with Gary Lunn at 32 and 34 % each; the other two
candidates, tied at 19 %, are trailing far behind. This will
clearly be a two-way race, and Elizabeth is running the
race of her life. 

The two things that could stop her are dirty politics
and voter apathy. Her team is preparing for the first as
best it can. They know and can ward off the dirty tricks
that were used in our riding last election; the worry is
they don’t yet know what the ‘politics as usual’ people
will try this time. 

But voter apathy is the biggest hurdle: 41% of
Canadians did not bother voting in the last election.
Much of this apathy, says Elizabeth, can be linked
directly to that negative political advertising. 

Elizabeth researched how ‘attack ads’ work, as part of
her latest book on governance, because, though
everyone said they worked, she knew no-one, herself
included, who had ever been swayed by them. Her
research gave her a clear answer: attack ads work, not
because they sway voters, but because they turn them
off politics completely. Attack ads work because people
stop voting.

Stephen Harper did not get a bigger percentage of
the votes last election; less people voted for him the
second time around. The problem was that even less
people voted for the other parties. Everyone lost votes,
and our country was the biggest loser. 

People are so turned off by the spectacle in Ottawa
that huge numbers have given up. What has this gotten
us? A minority Conservative government, voted in by a
very small percentage of the population, which is acting
as if it is running, not just a majority government, but a
kind of autocracy. 

Prorogation, anyone? It is unconscionable that we let
Stephen Harper get away with it. 

And we let it happen because we have, as a nation,
become to a large extent demoralized. It is time for us,
following Elizabeth’s lead, to take constructive action. 

For the sake of our parliamentary democracy it is
time to vote again, no matter our political persuasion,
and to persuade and cajole our friends and neighbours,
our parents and children, into doing the same.  0
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