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Bahram Bekhradnia has a dis-
arming smile and a droll turn
of phrase that takes the sting
out of what he says.

But the director of Britain’s Higher
Education Policy Institute has a seri-
ous message for educators and policy-
makers in Ontario. They risk losing
something irreplaceable in their quest
to build an economically productive,
globally competitive university system
— the spirit of inquiry that drives social
change.

“One of my great regrets is that we
(academics) are seldom asked to be the
conscience of society, to challenge or-
thodoxy and conventional wisdom,” he
told fellow delegates at a conference on
the future of Ontario’s universities,
convened last week by the University
of Toronto. “Perhaps it’s just taken for
granted, but I do worry that there’s
something sinister in the omission.”

To take the edge off his words, Bek-
hradnia added a whimsical suggestion.
“I don’t know of a single country that
doesn’t aspire to be a knowledge econ-
omy,” he noted. “There may be a mar-
ket niche in aspiring not to be a knowl-
edge economy.”

The delegates chuckled politely. With
just seven weeks left until former pre-
mier Bob Rae releases his blueprint to
restructure Ontario’s post-secondary
education system, they had little time
for frivolity.

But is it frivolous to ask searching
questions about the commodification
of higher education? Is it fanciful, in
this era of hard-driving mercantilism,
to expect universities to challenge the
status quo?

Rae certainly has the latitude to con-
sider such matters. Premier Dalton
McGuinty has made it clear he wants
strategies that promote both excel-
lence and affordability in the post-sec-
ondary sector.

But virtually all of the discussion, to
date, has centred on money. 

Educators have lined up at micro-
phones across the province to plead for

more government funding. Students
have called for a cap on tuition fees.
Economists have debated the pros and
cons of income-contingent loans
(which graduates repay, through the
tax system, once their earnings reach a
certain threshold). Demographers
have warned that the financial pres-
sures will continue to build.

So it was at “Taking Public Universi-
ties Seriously,” the conference orga-
nized by the University of Toronto. 

Speaker after speaker reminded dele-
gates that Ontario’s per-student oper-
ating grants are the lowest in Canada;
that its tuition fees are the second
highest in the country; that its student
loan system is inadequate and inequi-
table; and that education is losing
ground to health care in the battle for
public funds.

Delegates debated whether post-sec-
ondary education is a public good to be
financed chiefly by the state, or a pri-
vate benefit to be paid for largely by the
individual.

They explored the possibility of let-
ting universities set their own tuition
fees, provided no student who meets
their entry criteria is turned away for
lack of funds.

They talked about recruiting more
foreign students, soliciting more pri-
vate donations and commercializing
more scientific research.

They toyed with various schemes to
link a university’s government funding
to its performance.

There were fleeting references to the
importance of stimulating young
minds, but most speakers took for
granted that, when money is short,

producing well-trained, readily em-
ployable graduates takes precedence.

Bekhradnia had seen it all before.
In 1997, a newly elected Prime Min-

ister Tony Blair introduced tuition
fees, claiming that Britain’s universi-
ties were underfunded, uncompetitive
with their American counterparts and
not doing a good enough job of tooling
up workers for the global economy. He
brought in a scheme of income-con-
tingent loans. He launched an aggres-
sive campaign to boost the post-sec-
ondary participation rate.

The first thing that happened, Bek-
hradnia said, was that enrolment grew
faster than revenues, creating a cash
shortfall the government could not
close. Blair had to go back to Parlia-
ment this year with legislation to al-
most triple tuition. It split his party and
nearly brought down his government.

The second thing that happened was
that Britain’s university system be-
came even more hierarchical than it
had already been. A handful of elite in-
stitutions received the lion’s share of
research grants. Mainstream universi-
ties became more strategic, trying to
attract specific groups of students such
as part-timers, business executives
seeking to upgrade their skills, science
majors and aspiring actors. Some
smaller schools withered.

The third thing that happened was
that universities started loading up on
full-fare-paying international students
as “cash cows.”

Finally, Bekhradnia said, institutions
of higher learning accepted their role
as producers of trained graduates and
applied research.

The dapper Englishman had no
handy tips for avoiding these pitfalls.
He is not even sure they are avoidable. 

He merely reminded his Canadian
colleagues that a nation’s education
system is more than a repository of
marketable knowledge.

Carol Goar’s column appears Monday,
Wednesday and Friday.

Seeking to fix higher education

Carol Goar

What does it take to get fired these
days? Donald Rumsfeld’s continued
tenure at the Pentagon, basketball fan-
attacker Ron Artest’s too-slight pun-
ishment and the idiocy emerging in the
trial over the breakup of Disney’s two
Michaels all raise that question. 

Start with Rumsfeld.
It’s almost laughable in light of Presi-

dent George Bush’s ambitious cabinet
overhaul that Donald Rumsfeld is
among the few getting a second tour of
duty. Rumsfeld should have resigned
months ago, when he pledged to take
full responsibility — a meaningless ges-
ture, apparently — for the Abu Ghraib
prison scandals. We’ve since learned
that prisoner abuses encouraged by
the administration’s disdain for inter-
national law were more widespread. 

What’s more, the defence secretary
has shown a disastrous lack of judg-
ment in the conduct of Iraqi opera-
tions. Rumsfeld once mocked Iraqi in-
surgents as “dead-enders,” but a year
and a half after entering Baghdad, the

Over at the Magic Kingdom, Holly-
wood super-agent Michael Ovitz, hired
in 1995 as Disney president and heir
apparent of then-chairman Michael
Eisner, was let go a year later, but not
really fired. Ovitz was eased out with
$140 million, a severance amounting to
the full value of his contract. In the face
of a shareholder suit, Disney and its di-
rectors are now trying to convince a
judge that this was money they
couldn’t avoid spending because they
didn’t have reason to fire him. 

Evidence at the trial shows that Ovitz
had a hard time getting along with his
peers. But the company maintains
that’s not a necessary skill for the presi-
dent of a global media conglomerate.

Donald Trump may have popularized
the phrase “You’re fired,” but it seems
that once you’ve reached certain rar-
efied strata in American life, there is
little danger of being held accountable.

This is an edited excerpt of an editorial
from Wednesday’s Los Angeles Times.

U.S. military cannot even secure the
road between the city centre and its
airport. Just this week, Rumsfeld re-
gretted not having been forewarned
about the strength of the resistance,
but he himself played a role in ushering
out the army’s top general, Eric Shinse-
ki, for his warning before the invasion
that the United States would need at
least 200,000 troops to occupy Iraq. 

It’s a big leap downward from sending
Americans into battle to battling spec-
tators. But bad judgment is every-
where. Artest is the Indiana Pacers
player/rap artist who started beating
up fans after being pelted with a plastic
cup. The National Basketball Associa-
tion suspended Artest for the rest of
the season. Sports commentators
rushed to applaud such “toughness,”
and the players union is appealing the
suspension as overly harsh. 

If an L.A. Times employee assaulted
customers on the premises, he or she
would be terminated for more than a
season. 

Worth Repeating

Little penalty for total incompetence

Editorials & Opinion

A controversial proposal to make To-
ronto homeowners pay $1.50 for ev-
ery excess bag of garbage they put
out on the street for pickup seems
destined for the political scrap heap. 

That’s where it belongs.
Many Torontonians are already up-

set at having regular garbage collec-
tion cut back to once every two
weeks. Residents frequently com-
plain about poor service. Some vent
their frustration by tossing rubbish
into public parks and dumpsters.

City staffers originally proposed a
$1.50 fee for every bag of garbage be-
yond two “free” bags per pickup col-
lected from homes served by the
green bin program. The measure is
expected to generate more than
$240,000 next year for cash-starved
Toronto. It also would encourage
people to recycle.

Clearly, though, this city is simply
not ready to accept a new user fee, es-
pecially for a service that disappoints
many, even without the extra charge.

Local politicians appear to have
sensed that mood. Members of city
council’s works committee could not

wait to tear into the proposal. It was
not set for a vote at this week’s meet-
ing, but they attacked it anyway.

It was labelled an unfair tax, “al-
most a head tax,” that discriminates
against large families. Even environ-
mentalists, like Councillor Glenn De
Baeremaeker, slammed the idea.

Committee chair Councillor Jane
Pitfield defended the user fee by not-
ing that most Torontonians would
pay nothing at all, since many are
committed to recycling and do not
put out more than two bags of trash
at a time. There would also be a spe-
cial exemption for spring-cleaning.

She added that the bag fee would
help divert a flood of garbage flowing
from Toronto to a Michigan landfill.

The committee correctly rejected
those arguments and instructed city
staff to report on other ways of rais-
ing money that would have been col-
lected through the user fee.

Recycling is a program worthy of
pursuing in Toronto. But a user fee
for trash collection goes too far and
would generate too much hostility
from fed up residents.

Send fee to scrap heap

As troubling as the Supreme Court’s opinion that Ottawa has the au-
thority to legalize same-sex marriage will be for many Canadians, it is a
welcome move toward securing full equality rights for gays and lesbians.

The opinion allows Prime Minister Paul Martin to move confidently
forward with new legislation legalizing same-sex marriages across Cana-
da and ending the current chaos that exists from province to province.

Stripped to its core, the Supreme Court opinion said Ottawa has exclu-
sive authority to define marriage in Canada. Provinces that do not yet ap-
prove of same-sex marriage should take their cue from the court. 

Martin should act swiftly to legalize same-sex marriages because it is the
right thing to do. But he must put the case convincingly to the public, be-
cause opinion polls indicate that only 40 per cent of Canadians fully sup-
port same-sex marriages. Given the reality of a Liberal minority govern-
ment, Martin has a huge sales job to do with the public, opposition poli-
ticians and his own Liberal caucus, which is sharply divided.

This is a long-overdue victory for gays and lesbians, who have fought for
years through the courts for civil rights that most Canadians take for
granted. Whether the legislation will survive a vote in the House of Com-
mons remains to be seen. That’s because the court refused to give its
opinion on whether the traditional definition of marriage — the union of a
man and a woman — violates the Charter of Rights. With that, the judges
lobbed the issue squarely back into Martin’s court and denied him the po-
litically convenient excuse that “the court made me do it.” 

The Supreme Court reference came about after courts in Ontario, Brit-
ish Columbia and Quebec struck down the traditional definition of mar-
riage as unconstitutional. Ottawa decided not to appeal those rulings and
drafted a law to expand the definition of marriage to include same-sex
couples. But before tabling the bill in Parliament, Ottawa referred it to the
Supreme Court for an opinion on its constitutionality. Yesterday, the
court said Ottawa has the exclusive authority to define marriage. It also
found that the proposed legislation defining marriage as “the lawful
union of two persons to the exclusion of all others” is constitutional. 

The opinion also provides welcome reassurances that churches and oth-
er religious groups won’t have to perform gay marriages.

However, it did not answer a key question Martin wanted the court to
address: does the traditional definition of marriage violate the Charter of
Rights? The court’s silence on this question makes sense, given that Otta-
wa has already signalled it intends to change that definition. It said that
answering the question would serve “no legal purpose,” adding that the
government could have appealed lower court rulings but chose not to. 

It also said that thousands of same-sex couples who have already wed in
good faith in Ontario, British Columbia, Quebec, Manitoba, Nova Scotia,
Saskatchewan and the Yukon, where courts have struck down marriage
laws, should be able to rely on those rulings. 

Which leaves Martin in the position of having to convince Parliament it
should legalize same-sex marriage without being able to say the court
forced him to act. The vote will be close. Cabinet ministers will be re-
quired to vote for the bill. The NDP and most of the Bloc Québécois are on
side. But most Tories and some Liberal MPs will likely vote against it.

Even without the Supreme Court’s opinion, however, there are compel-
ling and urgent reasons for MPs of all political stripes to support the bill.

It has been 35 years since then prime minister Pierre Trudeau decrimi-
nalized homosexuality and almost 10 years since the Supreme Court
ruled the Charter bars discrimination based on sexual orientation. Cana-
dian society has changed dramatically since then, as have our norms and
values. Just as women were once denied the vote and it was once accept-
able to discriminate against Jews and blacks, so gays and lesbians have
not enjoyed full civil rights in this country.

But we can no longer refuse rights to some citizens that are granted to
others without question. It is a matter of dignity and fundamental human
rights. Martin phrased it elegantly when he said yesterday: “I do not be-
lieve you can have two classes of citizens.” 

It is time to make same-sex marriage legal across the country. And while
the Supreme Court opinion came as no surprise, it does provide a wel-
come legal advisory that Martin is on the right track in extending rights in
this field to a disenfranchised minority.

Welcome victory
for gays, lesbians
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