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TS: It all started a little over a year ago at a late night coffee house in Toronto.  Six recent university grads were searching for a way to build a voice for young people in Canada’s political debate. And what they came up with is Canada25, a non-partisan think tank involving young Canadians.  This weekend those six organizers will gather with some of Canada’s brightest twenty-somethings for the inaugural Canada25 conference.  And on the agenda?  How to make Canada a destination for talented people.  Alison Loat is one of the co-founders of Canada25. Natasha Kong and Samir Sinha are delegates at the conference, and they all join me today in the studio.  Hello bright young people!

TS: Alison, tell me.  You were one of the original coffee drinkers that evening.  Tell me how all this started.

AL: Actually, I think we G-rated it.  It was a bit stronger than coffee what we were drinking.  But yes I was.  It started just under a year ago, a group of us, as you said were friends from university and were very interested in getting young people better involved in public policy in Canada. We ourselves were all interested and hypothesized that there were other young Canadians like us who debated the issues and were interested in being involved in some way other than the traditional means that exist today.

TS: You wanted it to be non-partisan. Why? Why not just join, just become a young Tory or a young Liberal.  Become involved politically?

AL: We felt that there were a lot of young Canadians that were very interested in the issues and the debates but less interested in being a part of one traditional political parties. That was our thinking going in, that was certainly how we all felt, and I’ll allow the other two speak for themselves.

TS: Natasha?

NK: Yeah, I actually feel the same way.  I don’t feel personally that I support one party or the other fully.  For me, I think a lot more can get accomplished, you don’t have to go tumbling through a lot of barriers when you’re neutral and not one party or the other.  Maybe opens up for a lot more people to join the organization as well.

TS: What is your background Natasha?  Were you at Queen’s as well?

NK: I went to university out in Vancouver at UBC and I left after one year because university was really not for me

TS: So what did you do?

NK: I started a company here in Toronto, I started a new media firm called New Media Core. I co-founded that with another person out here in Toronto, we started that up, and it was recently sold to an e-commerce company.  I started up another venture about two years ago.

TS: And how old were you when you started these companies?

NK: I was about 19, 20 when I started the first venture.  And then about 25 when I started the second venture.

TS: And you live in California now?

NK: Yes

TS: But we’re going to get you back, right?

NK: (pause) I hope to come back, I really would like to come back

TS: And were going to talk more about that because I know it’s one of the points of your conference. So we’ll get to that.  Samir, I know you’ve been on this show before talking about  applying for a Rhodes scholarship, which I know you got right?

SS: Yes I did

TS: Congratulations.  So how did  you get involved in this?

SS: Basically I received the packaged from the organizers of Canada25 and it really struck a cord with me because what they were saying was something I felt quite deeply about. My particular interest has been health care and Canadian politics, and I love to get together with friends and debate these issues but again, the question was, it would be wonderful if I could be a part of a collective group with other young Canadians who felt what  I felt and had the desire to enact policy changes and so on.  When you do it through political parties, you go in with a lot of baggage already, that this political party is already affiliated with this or already affiliated with that so to a certain extent you can’t get a lot of, I wouldn’t just say cross-cultural, but a whole bunch of different thoughts coming in and people being as free as they want to debate these issues.  And I think that’s what Canada25’s really brought, it has brought a fantastic, and amazing group of individuals together from Canada with wonderful backgrounds and wonderful talents.  All these individuals have such great ideas, such great strategies on how we can make Canada a destination for talent.

TS: Okay, let’s talk about that.  How can we make Canada a destination for talent.  Natasha, you’re a case in point.  Here you are, all these brilliant ideas, you’re obviously a very smart cookie and you’re living in California.  How do we fix that?

NK: Well, for me, a lot has to do with career opportunities.  The market down in the united states is so large and there’s so many different opportunities to work for some great companies doing some really innovative things that are really cutting edge.  So for me, I wanted to go down there for the career opportunities to advance my career, and I was finding that the opportunities in Canada were limited.  So that was my reasoning for going down there, but I would love to find a reason to come back to Canada and bring my resources and my networks back to this country

TS: So Alison, is this about creating opportunities at home?  Is it about finding ways to make people come here?

AL:  The way we’ve termed the question is how Canada be a destination for talent, and I think there’s a number of elements in there, but I think you’re right in saying one of the big things we’re hearing is people want to live in an environment where they feel there are opportunities and were they can create opportunities for themselves.  We do that well in Canada but I think because we do something well we shouldn’t think about how to do it better

TS: There’s a report as you know, the National Research Council put out a report yesterday saying that in fact Canadians are not a very creative lot.  When it comes to innovation, creativity, we are really at the end of the line.  Do you agree with that?  Samir, do you think that’s true?

SS: I think as Canadians we’re a unique lot overall. I think we are very creative and a very talented bunch.  Our talent, like Natasha, is being sought all around the world.  It exists here in Canada.  The problem with Canadians in general is we are very humble lot, we don’t sabre rattle wherever we go, we don’t say we’re Canadians, this is what we’ve done.  There is a very unique and very beautiful Canadian culture out there, but the problem is we don’t really express it or really take advantage of saying that this is what we produce as a nation as this is who we are as a people.

NK: We also don’t, I don’t think we do that enough on a global scale.  I think we sometimes focus very locally or regionally and not necessarily on a global or international level. I think it’s time for Canadians to reach that point where they are  tooting their horn globally and getting recognized on an international level

TS: Alison, tell me about the people that are at this conference.  Are there 22 of them? 

AL: There are 22 delegates in total.  They come from, geographically, I believe 8 of 10 provinces and 1 of the 3 territories, so a great mix that way.  They work in a bunch of different fields, either working or studying, from acting to medicine, new media, journalism, academia, professors, researchers, just an extremely diverse group. Some people run their own non-profit groups.  They are very diverse and interesting.

TS: They’re divided sector by sector, you’re kind of in committees, like Samir, your thing is health care. So what have you been discussing?  And specifically, what have you been discussing in terms of the topic, the brain gain thing, and keeping people here?

SS: In our group in terms of health care, we’ve divided our issue into what do we need to look at to support number one health care professionals and number two, health care researchers. Those are the two major groups of individuals we’ve looked at.  And what we have been doing over the past few weeks, it’s not just that we’ve come to this conference all of a sudden to come up with solutions in three days, I mean that would be impossible

TS: Have a drink, write a policy

SS: Exactly.  I mean, too many other people have done that and failed so we tried a different approach.  Each of these sectors groups have met each other via email and via conference calls.  And every Sunday night we get together and chat about this issues.  We basically divided up who are the players in the field of health care? Our second question is what are the issues?  Why are people upset?  Why are so many thousands nurses heading down south every year? Why are doctors heading down south?  Why are people not wanting to stay in Canada?  What do we need to do to make to make Canada an ideal place for a health care practitioner to practise the style of medicine they want or  a health care researcher to feel that their appreciated and that their work can be supported in its full context.

TS: So did you find out any answers or did you ask questions?

SS: We’ve asked our questions and we’re slowly starting to come up with answers over the next few days.  We have some stuff in the rough right now.

TS: Yeah, it’s tough nut.  We’re going to be talking about health care in the next hour actually. Natasha, your industry, high tech, new media, whatever you want to call it is a particularly up and coming one, obviously there’s been a little sliding back in recent times but what have you come up with as ways for people to make Canada their place…

NK: Again, it’s similar, we’re addressing some of the issues in the technology sector.  We’re broken down into science and technology and entrepreneurialism.  So there’s other issues regarding being an entrepreneur.   What is the support that you need to start your company here in Canada?  Are we missing resources or financial support?  Venture capital?  Are there enough networks here?  Are there enough associations or organizations?  Could we be doing more to support these people?  As well as looking at technology in the same context.

TS: Alison, doesn’t this though have a lot to do with government policy?  Don’t we need government policy that will start funds or put up money to keep people here?

AL: I think we’re actually looking at it much more broadly. Policy can be implemented by a number of different actors in society.  What we’re looking at doing with the output of this forum, is, yes we will have these sector by sector perspectives and thoughts that can be taken, you can think about medical associations to Canadians corporations, yes to the government of course, to academic institutions.  But as well we’re thinking quite a bit, are there some particular initiatives or programs young people can implement around the country to make Canada more of a destination for them.  So we’re actually looking at it much more broadly than just government do this or do that

TS: What have you come up with in those broad strokes?

AL: To echo Samir, we have a lot of things in the rough but a lot of work to do this weekend!

TS: Obviously you are politically motivated, non-partisanly motivated, but obviously you are interested in society, you wanted to be engaged.  How did that all come about for you?

NK: It’s not necessarily politically motivated.  At least for me, my personal interest is more community oriented.  A group of my peers, friends of mine, we’ve gotten together and asked ourselves what can we do to take a more active role in shaping our communities, and our cities and our urban centres as we want to create an environment we feel comfortable to live in, to raise our family in, for career opportunities.  So, I don’t necessarily think, for me personally, that it’s politically motivated.  It’s more about where to I want to live and what kind of community to I want to live in.

TS: Samir?

SS: I guess for me, I’ve always been politically inclined and I’ve always been generally concerned about others in general.  And one thing that I’ve noticed in the past little while in terms of my specific interest in health care is I’m training to become a doctor now, and every day  now that I’m working in the ward I see things that are happening every day in the hospitals.  I see situations where nurses are getting laid off, doctors are getting frustrated.  Things are not working as well as they can in our health care system.  I was born and raised in the system, and I think universal health care is the best way to go, but there are specific problems.  So I would often spend night on the ward instead of going to my call room and getting some sleep like I should, I’d often order take out with nurses and we’d sit up until two or three in the morning, and I’d say, honestly, what would it take to make this place work?  What do we need to do? We’ve come up with wonderful ideas off the cuff over time

TS: Like?

SS: Like, just better ways.  A lot of health professionals, not just doctors, not just nurses but overall, a lot of people just don’t feel that they’re being appreciated. I don’t think the solutions lie is increasing salaries and starting bidding wars.  I think that’s completely the wrong way to go. I think  a lot of the solutions just lie in better ways to allocate resources, better way to allocate our talent in the medical community, so that people feel they’re being appreciated, people feel they can practise medicine the way they want to practise it.  It’s just that now have a venue through Canada25 where I have so many ideas, and Natasha has so many ideas, we all have so many ideas.  The most wonderful thing about this project is everyone is coming together from different sectors.  All the key players are going to  be here, all the different areas of Canadian society are going to be represented  we’re going to hammer out a unified idea and not just a sector-specific idea. I think that’s why that group is going to make some waves in Canada

TS: Obviously you are an incredibly bright group.  Alison, I suppose you could say it’s a wonderful idea, but maybe naïve.  I mean, it’s lovely to have a bunch of really smart 20-somethings get together and put out a plan, but at the end of the day what happens to it, who’s listening to it?

AL: It’s interesting you say that because I addressed that last night in a few of my remarks.  I think when we started this we all had those moments, and one of the most striking things for me is just how wrong I was in those moments of thinking that. Already, and we haven’t even finished our work, we’ve had opportunities to meet with people across the country at very senior levels, and very accomplished individuals.  Not only were they interested in Canada25 but they cleared significant amounts of time in their schedules to really engage on the issues.

TS: Really? You’re talking about movers and shakers who want to meet with you?

AL: So far.  I’ve been encouraged overall in how open and accessible Canadian society is to this kind of discussion and this kind of engagement.  I think there’s a real desire out there for this to really happen

TS: Who’s putting up the money for the conference?  Have you got corporate sponsors?

AL: There’s a bunch of institutions that are helping us.  I guess most notably McKinsey and Company, CN, the Royal Bank, Bombardier, Air Canada, there’s a few others. Queen’s University is helping as well.

TS: When you came to them and said listen, I’ve got a bunch of really smart young people.  We’d like to get together and put together some sort of framework, what was their reaction?

AL: Obviously positive!  I think all of them see that there are a lot of bight young people that want to contribute to this country and this community and make it a better place and are supportive in doing it.

TS: Natasha, to get to this question again of bringing people home, I mean, you’re talking about the brain gain.  I know for you, you might not be ready, but this is one of the great questions.  How do we make this country a competitive place for people to work?  We can’t compete with the income tax, we can’t compete with the salaries, we can’t compete with the American dollars in most cases, so what have we got?

NK: For me, quality of life is a huge factor.  And I think for a lot of young Canadians too.  As you’re getting more into the stage of life where you want to set up a home somewhere and you want to raise a family somewhere, you’re looking for the right environment to do so.  Canada offers such a fantastic environment for people at that stage in life.  So one issue I’d really like to look at and we’re addressing this weekend and we have in the forums is people who have left like myself and how do we get them back. It’s great to encourage young people to go out there, explore, but it would be great to encourage these young people to come back and bring their knowledge and resources and their network back into Canada.  That’s what I’m hoping eventually to do, to find an opportunity and a time in my life to do that and bring back my resources.  That’s another thing looking at people. What phase of their life and what will bring them back.  Quality of life is such a huge wonderful thing about Canada, and preservation of the health care system.  There’s a number of different factors that can lend themselves.  Canadians need to really address these issues, promote these issues, preserve some of the great things about Canada.

TS: Samir, do you agree?  We shouldn’t try to compete on the money scale if we can’t compete there?  We should compete on things were we’re really strong

SS: Going back to my area of health care.  I think when you talk to most physicians in Canada, I mean, there’s 56,000 Canadian physicians right now and  there’s certainly a few people who will want to go to the States or around the world for a various reasons, including income, and it’s hard to compete on that level.  A lot of Canadian physicians, the reason I love Canada and the reason I want to practise of as a physician is because I love universal health care.  I think it’s the most wonderful thing. I could never imagine practising in the United States and seeing a patient and then being told you can’t offer that patient treatment because of their financial resources.  I think that’s completely wrong and I think many Canadian physicians feel exactly the same way.  That’s the strongest thing that keeping me from moving anywhere else, because I love the health care system that much. It’s the idea that there are various things that we have to do, and I don’t think we should compete on salaries.  A group of physicians I talked to recently, I asked them the question.  If you could just have the situation where you could have adequate resources to work with, not financial, adequate resources, adequate support staff and so on just to carry out your practise the way you want to.  Would you number one, take a ten percent pay cut or would you just ask for a 10 percent salary hike and take the status quo.  Every single physician in that room said they would rather take the pay cut and just have a better working environment.

TS: I wish you the best of luck this weekend.  It sounds like run.  Really stimulating.  And you may have the odd coffee while you’re there.

AL: Or maybe something stronger.

TS: (laugh)  Thank you so much for coming in. It’s really been a pleasure meeting you. 

