
Advanced medical technologies improve the health out-

comes and quality of life for those patients fortunate

enough to have access to them (Productivity Commission

Research Report 2005, Australia). Yet many Canadians are

unable to benefit from new medical advances. Relative to

other OECD countries, Canada ranks poorly in providing its

citizens with access to high-tech medical equipment

through its universal health insurance program. High costs

are often cited as a major obstacle to widespread clinical im-

plementation and access. However, since Canada is one of

the OECD’s top health care spenders, its citizens deserve

access to the new medical technologies available in other

OECD countries.

Canada’s track record of investment in high-tech medical

equipment is dismal. Despite being the OECD’s third

highest spender on health care, Canada ranks thirteenth of
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22 in access to MRIs, seventeenth of 21 in access to CT

scanners, seventh of 12 in access to mammographs, and is

tied for last in access to lithotriptors (all figures are age-ad-

justed) (Esmail and Walker, 2005).

Canada also trails other developed nations in its employ-

ment of cutting-edge medical technology. Perhaps the

highest concentration of new medical devices has been in

the field of minimally-invasive surgical procedures. For ex-

ample, the Gamma Knife is one of the most precise and

proven treatments for brain tumours (American Shared

Hospital Services, 2006). Using highly focused radiation

beams, the device can destroy lesions within the brain with-

out requiring an incision, thus sparing patients from open

skull surgery. Although the technology was developed over

3 decades ago, it is relatively new to Canada. The first

Gamma Knife unit opened in 2003 and as of January 2006,

there were only 3 units in all of Canada (Canadian Agency

for Drugs and Technologies in Health, 2006). By comparison,

the first Gamma Knife unit in the United States opened in

1978, and there are now 103 units there, many of which are

accessible to low-income populations covered by govern-

ment insurance (American Shared Hospital Services, 2006).

Another example of a new technology unavailable in Can-

ada is Magnetic Resonance-guided Laser-induced Intersti-

tial Thermotherapy (MR-guided LITT). The standard

treatment for patients with metastatic liver cancer is surgi-

cal resection of parts of the liver. However, between 70%

and 90% of patients are ineligible for resection due to the

number, size, or position of their tumours. Using laser en-

ergy to destroy liver tumours, MR-guided LITT is a new

option for those patients. Compared to surgery, MR-guided

LITT is less invasive, does not require general anaesthesia,

can be performed on an outpatient basis, and has a lower

complication rate (Vogl, 2004). MR-guided LITT was ap-

proved for liver tumours by the US Food and Drug Adminis-

tration in February 1997. However, as of June 2006 the

system was still not licensed by Health Canada (Canadian

Agency for Drugs and Technologies in Health, 2006).

Numerous leading-edge technologies also provide the op-

portunity for great improvements in diagnostics, and yet are

not available to patients covered by Canada’s Medicare pro-

gram. One such technology is the Magnetic Resonance

Spectroscopy (MRS), which can be used with Magnetic

Resonance Imaging (MRI) systems to assess localized pros-

tate cancer. While MRI provides anatomical information,

MRS provides data on tissue biochemistry. When used with

MRI, MRS provides more accurate information on the size

and nature of tumours, leading to improved treatment deci-

sions. Several MRS systems are approved for use in the

United States. However, MRS is not available to Canadian

patients covered by Medicare (The Canadian Coordinating

Office for Health Technology Assessment, 2005).
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Although new medical technologies can be expensive,

their benefits may far outweigh their costs. Published stud-

ies that perform cost-benefit analyses of advanced medical

technologies tend to focus on pharmaceuticals rather than

medical devices due to the greater availability of data (Pro-

ductivity Commission Research Report 2005, Australia).

However, given the parallels in improved health outcomes

between new pharmaceuticals and medical devices, phar-

maceutical studies may be used to illustrate the cost-effec-

tiveness of new medical technologies. One such study by

Frank R. Lichtenberg (2003) found that replacing a

15-year-old drug with a 5.5-year-old drug increased the pre-

scription cost by $18, but reduced total expenditures by

$71.09, far outweighing the increased cost of the prescrip-

tion (Lichtenberg, 2003). These savings were manifested in

the form of increased life span, reduced limitations on ac-

tivities, reductions in the use of all medical services, and

shorter and fewer hospital stays. Advances in medical

equipment also bring numerous improvements, such as re-

ductions in risk factors, complication rates, hospital admis-

sions, length of stays, and indirect costs of caring for

patients (Productivity Commission Research Report 2005,

Australia). The savings that these benefits earn may very

well outweigh the necessary investment costs.

Unlike other countries in the OECD, Canada continues

to deny its citizens access to new medical technologies.

Neither high costs nor a lack of funding can justify Canada’s

failure to invest in these technologies. As the OECD’s third

highest spender on health care, Canadian citizens should be

receiving timely access to high-tech medical care, not lim-

ited access to high tech medicine with long wait times for

all forms of treatment.
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The How’s and Why’s of
Rural Sustainability

by Paul Harris

On Wednesday evening, May 2nd, I had the privilege of at-

tending a public forum hosted by the Harris Centre on Re-

gional Policy and Development. The forum, which was part

of the “Memorial Presents” series, was entitled Rural: Is it

Worth Saving? The moderator for the evening admitted in

his opening comments that this particular title was chosen

to stimulate interest and debate around the issue of rural

sustainability, and it obviously succeeded judging by the

amount of press it generated prior to the event.

The forum took place at Grenfell College in Corner

Brook, an odd choice of location for a discussion on rural

sustainability, but the speakers were superb, representing

the views of various regions of the province and offering a

wide range of personal and professional experience. With

the exception of Dr. Ivan Empke, a professor at Grenfell

College, the speakers were non-academics with a wide

range of experience in regional development.

Not surprisingly, considering their personal and profes-

sional experience, all four speakers supported the position

that rural Newfoundland was indeed worth saving. The fo-

rum focused on two key areas: why rural communities are

worth saving and, to a far lesser degree unfortunately, how

we achieve this goal.

The first question was addressed by Dr. Empke, an en-

tertaining and knowledgeable speaker, who listed the rea-

sons for saving rural communities as culture, tradition, and

identity. No surprise there, considering the source was a

Doctor of Sociology. Personally, and speaking as an individ-

ual raised in a rural community, I believe these reasons are

insufficient to justify the continued existence of communi-

ties that are only kept alive by various forms of govern-

ment-funded income support. If you look at the real culture

and tradition of Newfoundland, it is largely defined by a

history of going where the work exists. Let’s face it, that’s

how most of our ancestors came to be on this rock in the

first place!

Dr. Empke also added that rural communities are impor-

tant because “without the rural there could be no urban.”

After all, without rural communities where would city

dwellers get their food and the raw materials that fuel their

industrial complexes? Point well taken! Those rural com-

munities that continue to make a real contribution to the

provincial economy and, as a result, also contribute to its so-

cial welfare should survive and, where a helping hand can be

given with a reasonable expectation of a return on invest-

ment, they should be supported.

I am not suggesting here that we should be cold and un-

feeling in these matters. Where affected individuals are at

an age that retraining and relocation is unfeasible, for in-

stance, I strongly believe that we have a social obligation to

support them in their current environment. To do any less

would be cruel and inhumane. We must, however, take de-

cisive action to stop a cycle of dependency from occurring

in which young people who could avail themselves of op-

portunities in growth areas outside their community of ori-

gin choose instead to stay in an unsustainable rural

community simply because government subsidies make it

possible to do so.

As is often the case with such forums, however, the eve-

ning offered very little in terms of practical solutions as to

how we might achieve wide-ranging rural sustainability in

this province. We seem to talk a good game about the issues

in Newfoundland (just tune into the open-line shows any

day of the week or count the number of issues that have
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been studied to death by government commissions if you

need proof), but we seem to be short on arriving at viable

solutions to complex issues.

I tried to address this lack of focus on solutions during

the question and answer portion of the forum by posing the

question, “How do we achieve this sustainability that every-

one agrees is desirable?” Dr. Empke’s response was that, “if

I had the answer to that question you would have had to

pay admission to be here tonight.”

I suggest that we’ve had plenty of time for talk in this

province about the future of rural communities. It’s high

time that we finally got on with actually taking real ac-

tion to address the issue of rural sustainability in New-

foundland. �
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Acclaimed investigative journalist

by Christy Sarkis

John Stossel’s provocative address on today’s common

myths, lies, and controversies cemented his credibility as

an acclaimed investigative journalist who works for the

best interests of the real conduits of power in a market

economy: the consumers. His message was bold and

clear; that the market works in unexpected ways, and

that government doesn’t necessarily have citizens’ best

interests at heart. Contrary to how the media portrays

and protects big business, Stossel insists that by investi-

gating and exposing scandals, consumers will be better

equipped to make informed choices, thus leading to an-

other layer of accountability in the market which leads it

to regulate itself. If a product or a service is unsatisfac-

tory, it’s the consumer who holds the key to move it out

of the market, and not just federally regulated bodies.

As Stossel puts it, “government agencies just don’t do

things very well.” This is quite simply because when gov-

ernment messes up, it bears few, if any consequences.

Furthermore, he argued that bigger governments have

clearly not made us safer, more prosperous, and have cer-

tainly not made us freer.

Stossel spoke about many of the issues captured in the

media which are over-hyped and over-inflate the actual ver-

sus perceived risk—among them Avian flu, global warming,

and drug crime. Through such reporting practices, govern-

ments’ role becomes further legitimized and therefore is

considered to be more necessary to curb these looming sup-

posed threats and risks. However, in reality, what ends up

happening is our freedoms become gradually replaced with

restrictions in the name of state protection of citizens.

Stossel passionately asked the audience, “in free societies,

why have we become such wimps to let government say, ‘no

you can’t have that, or no you can’t do that’?” He chal-

lenged the audience to implement action where needed to

protect individual choice, the fundamental right which

characterizes a liberal and democratic society.

6 canadian student review Summer 2006

www.fraserinstitute.ca/studentcentre/

ABC television’s John Stossel recently spoke to Fraser Institute audiences in Toronto, Calgary, and

Vancouver. Student event-bursary recipients Christy Sarkis and Matt Aleksic were at the Fairmont

Royal York Hotel in Toronto on Thursday, June 8 to hear him speak. Here are their impressions.

Christy Sarkis received double Bachelor of Arts

degrees in Political Science and Communications

from the University of Calgary in 2004. She is an

accomplished public relations and communications

professional. She volunteers with the Calgary

Public Library teaching English as a second lan-

guage to new citizens, as well as teaching computer

courses that introduce seniors to computer pro-

grams and the internet.

2Reviews

John
Stossel



Most intriguing about John Stossel’s address was how he

made sense of typically unpopular views. As such, his ability

to communicate the truth behind conventional myths es-

tablished his credibility with the audience. Stossel spoke

about issues that matter most to citizens, and debunked

the common misperceptions of social, political, and environ-

mental issues which are influencing today’s domestic and

foreign policies.

One of the issues he focused on was education. His view

is that it is illogical to have a government monopoly educat-

ing our children and that a voucher system would not only

make economic sense, but would better educate children.

Stossel went on to say that the biggest predictor of success

is choice, and if schools were forced to compete, students

would find themselves in an environment where teachers

were motivated to cultivate learned students.

Overall, John Stossel provided a stimulating, thought pro-

voking session which reinforced the need for awareness of facts

and misperceptions presented by the mainstream media.

Unabashed Libertarian

by Matt Aleksic

John Stossel recently completed a series of speaking events

promoting his new book, Myths, Lies, and Downright Stupidity:

Get Out the Shovel—Why Everything You Know Is Wrong, in To-

ronto, Calgary, and Vancouver sponsored by The Fraser In-

stitute. Stossel is perhaps best known for his regular

appearances on ABC television’s 20/20 and for his one-hour

specials on topics ranging from Are We Scaring Ourselves To

Death? to Freeloaders.

I attended the Toronto luncheon and had one surprise:

Stossel is just his usual self on television as he is at a Fraser

Institute function. This unforeseen similarity means that

ABC executives exercise no restraint over his increasingly

libertarian bent on government, society, and culture.

Early on in his career, Stossel actually believed the “fa-

ther knows best” attitude of government regulation, until

he became a consumer reporter. The more he saw the free

market work, the more he saw that it was solving problems

on its own. He acknowledges that liberals hate him for de-

fending business, and recognizes that they hate business

because they detest the bourgeoisie. Interestingly, he won

all of his 19 Emmy Awards bashing business and has not

won a single one since he began challenging the media per-

ception of a cruel free market.

Stossel illustrates the potentially destructive nature of

laws by comparing legal nicotine to illegal heroin: nicotine

is just as addictive as heroin, yet the social effects of the

open availability of nicotine products doesn’t even compare

to the problems created by laws against heroin. By making

heroin such a hot commodity, there are consequent laws re-

quired against violence, crime, gangs, and cartels that are

derived from its illegality; tobacco’s legality has spared it

from such a destructive impact.

What often appears to protect society from the bad also

protects society from the good. Most importantly, Stossel

claims that government regulations shorten lives. If there

are silly, cumbersome regulations (often encouraged by scare

stories in the media), he says, capital can’t flow to its best

use. People have an inclination towards prosperity, and since

“wealthier is healthier” because of access to the things that

prolong life, government regulations help to decrease the

length of our lives. Technology and liberty have helped in-

crease life spans by 30 years since the turn of the last cen-

tury, but a reversal of this trend might be in the cards.

The public seems to be cheering on an even bigger

nanny state. Why do Canadians like a socialist health care

system? It feels right and good. It’s hard to understand why

the free market works when you don’t know what you’re

missing. Stossel suggests that, with choice, private groups

do the job better and cheaper.

Choice is a fantastic mechanism that protects even the

“poor and ignorant.” Take cars: it’s hard to get really ripped

off nowadays, and yet most people have little to no knowl-

edge about cars. The Trabant, a product of East German

communism and pride of the Eastern Bloc, couldn’t com-

pete against the worst the free world had to offer.

In all, Stossel continues to promote his stalwart message

that rules don’t make people safer as the benefits don’t out-

weigh the consequences. Free market capitalism provides a

solution to most of society’s ills. After all, as John Stossel

told the audience, “business is voluntary: trade doesn’t hap-

pen unless it benefits both parties.” �
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Smoke and Mirrors:
The False Promise of Public
Smoking Bans

by Audra Mitchell

On May 30, the provincial governments of Ontario and

Quebec followed the lead of other Canadian provinces by

instituting public smoking bans intended to protect the

health of non-smokers. However, these bans hurt more than

just the profit margins of bars and restaurants; their unseen

effects may worsen conditions for non-smokers while violat-

ing their property rights and freedom of choice. Those who

wish to reduce the real externalities of second-hand smoke

should oppose such bans and focus on achieving real change

by exercising their citizenship—within the market.

The assumption that public smoking bans improve con-

ditions for non-smokers is suspicious for several reasons.

First, smoking bans do not necessarily reduce smoking, but

simply displace it. The term “public smoking ban” is a mis-

nomer; in reality, these regulations restrict smoking in pri-

vately-owned, self-contained spaces while displacing

smoking to external, public areas. This can impose signifi-

cant restrictions on the choices of non-smokers. For exam-

ple, individuals who are not allowed to smoke in enclosed

buildings often congregate in popular outdoor locations,

such as the entrances to shopping malls or public parks.

While non-smokers could previously choose to avoid en-

closed areas of concentrated smoke such as pubs or restau-

rants, it is much harder for them to avoid these public

spaces. As a result, smoking bans may increase their expo-

sure to smoke by decreasing their ability to avoid it.

Second, anti-smoking regulations are often justified on

the basis of protecting children from exposure to smoke.

However, policies aimed at reducing children’s exposure to

second-hand smoke may place them at increased risk: by

outlawing smoking in public establishments, they encour-

age parents to smoke in the home, an environment from

which children cannot easily escape. An increase in smoking

at home also adversely affects the tenants of apartment

buildings. Since smoking bans have prompted many land-

lords to prohibit smoking inside apartments, individuals

who are forced by smoking bans to smoke at home must

now do so in external areas of the apartment, such as ter-

races and balconies. As a result, rather than containing

smoke within their own property, these smokers pollute the

air available to adjacent apartments, violating both the

property rights of non-smoking tenants and their freedom

to choose a smoke-free environment.

Third, smoking bans are intended to protect the health

and autonomy of the employees and customers of public es-

tablishments, in particular restaurants. However, smoking

bans in public places may actually reduce access to informa-
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tion which these individuals require to make choices. This

problem arises because smoking bans are difficult and costly

to enforce. Restaurants or bars that depend upon the patron-

age of smokers may agree ostensibly to smoking bans; how-

ever, many clients who resist such a ban may be unwilling to

report infractions. This may violate the contractual rights of

employees who have accepted employment on the assump-

tion that the establishment prohibits smoking. It may also vi-

olate the informal contract between the proprietor and her

paying customers to provide a smoke-free environment.

If smoking regulations are as ineffective and invasive as

these examples suggest, what options are available to

non-smokers? First, the problem could be attenuated if the

role of the state were changed to focus on two principles:

provision of information and property rights. Specifically,

state intervention should be restricted to the enforcement

of information laws, which would require business owners

to state whether or not their establishments permitted

smoking. The provision of false information to potential

consumers or employees should be punishable by law on

the basis of a violation of contract. Similar laws should apply

to any form of contract made between a business owner and

a client or employee, including the rental or sale of prop-

erty. The refusal to provide such information should result

in the voiding of the contract in favour of the prospective

consumer and a significant financial penalty.

Second, anti-smoking activists should promote the cre-

ation of smoke-free public spaces through the proactive use

of market forces, referred to as “market citizenship.” In this

model, individuals hoping to effect social change would fo-

cus on creating a market instead of a lobby. This market

should correspond to smaller businesses that control the

sale and use of tobacco products on their premises. The cre-

ation of a defined, articulated market for non-smoking facil-

ities would speak directly to the interests of these business

owners who could make effective, immediate changes to

their products and services based on demand.

Anti-smoking activists could begin to create a cohesive

market and strong demand for non-smoking spaces by en-

gaging in campaigns, activities, and educational drives aimed

at consumers—not politicians. In so doing, they would create

an interested, pre-segmented market ripe for entrepreneurial

use. Next, they must articulate the existence of this market

to appropriate businesses through a variety of means, includ-

ing private boycotts, letters, media statements, and other

forms of public communication. By suggesting to business

owners that there exists a large and profitable market for

the creation of non-smoking environments, activists would

be able to promote the creation of non-smoking environ-

ments more efficiently. Simultaneously, they would create a

niche market for businesses who wished to cater exclusively

to smokers, thus preserving smokers’ rights.

The desire of anti-smoking activists to achieve social

change is legitimate, but the unnecessary coercion and

harmful effects of public smoking bans are not. By opposing

these bans and using the techniques of market citizenship,

anti-smoking activists could provide a better solution for all

Canadians, smoking and non. �
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Things Folks Know…

Compiled by Lindsay Mitchell

What folks know…

Canadian parks must be managed by government in order

for them to be maintained and preserved.

Why it ain’t so…

Faced with a persistent revenue shortfall and growing main-

tenance backlog, Canada’s national parks and historic sites

are at serious risk, not from natural “stressors,” but from

government mismanagement and neglect. According to the

Auditor General, 20 percent of Canada’s heritage buildings

have been lost in one generation, and another two-thirds are

in fair or poor condition. A third of park facilities are in “ur-

gent need of repair,” while another third will need repair in

the next five to ten years (OAG, 2003). New funding prom-

ised by the federal government falls far short of the $425

million currently needed for investment in infrastructure,

and the additional $100 million per year needed thereafter

to maintain these facilities (Parks Canada, 2003). It seems

obvious that Parks Canada is failing at its original mission:

to protect Canada’s parks and make them available for Ca-

nadians to enjoy.

The reason for this government failure is pretty simple:

it’s cheap, easy, and glamorous for a government to draw a

circle on a map and designate a park, but it’s expensive, dif-

ficult, and unglamorous to maintain it. And of course, politi-

cians face few consequences for irresponsible

behaviour—they’re rarely around long enough for the chick-

ens to come home to roost. As former environment minister

David Anderson said, “My feeling is we should grab [new

property] even if we do not have money in the budget to

maintain it the way we would like” (Hogben, 2004).

With thinking like that, it’s no wonder that frequently

the designation of a park by the government is not a prom-

ise of protection, but rather, a promise of neglect and degra-

dation. But if the government can be persuaded to get out

of the way, there’s hope for Canada’s parks.

Parks Canada could dramatically improve park mainte-

nance by using more private services. With 60 percent of

Parks Canada’s budget going to inflated salaries and bene-

fits, the organization can achieve significant cost efficien-

cies by contracting out park management and service

delivery (Parks Canada, 2002). Many park services, such as

the operation of campgrounds, maintenance, and road clear-
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ing lend themselves easily to contracting out to small, local

companies where competition controls costs. Likewise,

there’s no reason why unionized campground attendants,

gate attendants, and tour guides at rural parks need to re-

ceive wages set nationally in a collective bargaining process

that often far exceed local private pay scales (Jaimet, 2004;

see Bruce, 2001).

The involvement of private contractors and service pro-

viders has been the norm in many provinces for over a de-

cade. A survey of park privatization options observed, “In

1988, BC Parks began using private-sector contractors to

operate its parks; by 1992 the department contracted out

100 percent of park maintenance and operations.” Savings

were estimated at 20 percent on average (Hansen, 2000).

Regular park user surveys showed high visitor satisfaction

following the change, with very few contracts cancelled for

poor performance.

Another tool from the private sector that Parks Canada

could better use is localized, self-contained funding ar-

rangements that make each park a self-sufficient entity.

Parks Canada’s decision to bump user fees 40 percent last

year is an encouraging, if only partial, solution to the cur-

rent financial crisis. The move is encouraging, because it

recognizes that the costs of our parks should be borne by

the people who use them; but only partially so, because un-

less accompanied by a reduction in taxes, Canadians end up

paying for these parks twice.

However, despite collecting user fees, many parks fail to

recover the costs of maintaining their campgrounds, much

less raise sufficient revenue to care for park infrastructure

and heritage buildings. Real world examples, both past and

present, show that parks can be self-sustaining (Leal and

Fretwell, 2001). Private park operators and non-profit orga-

nizations stewarding protected areas for multiple uses show

that revenues generated from recreation and other user

fees, and even limited resource extraction, can be a much

more stable and dependable source of income than politi-

cally-driven budgetary allocations.

Parks Canada has confirmed the need for creative solu-

tions to save our parks, warning, that “unless a solution is

found, the deterioration of cultural assets will lead to the

closure of facilities, or the permanent loss of natural trea-

sures” (Parks Canada, 2004). Creative solutions lie in local-

izing management and decision-making processes, creating

new efficiencies by experimenting with various privatiza-

tion/private contracting options, and managing parks to-

wards self-sufficiency, preferably through trusts and other

voluntary means. Government failure has put Canada’s na-

tional parks at risk. It’s time to give the market a chance to

save them.
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