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The time has come – but we are clearly not ready. This is not talking about the $1 billion for security; that will work, even if a million Torontons hate it.  No, the problem is the substance. This was our last great chance to show the evolving world, the leaders of the G20 that Canada was finally ready again to be an important, sharing, caring and sympathetic global actor into the 21st Century. 

We have badly dropped the ball.   We are seen even beyond the G20, as spoilers, the bottleneck to even minimal progress on pressing global issues such as poverty and global warming.  Others fear we will do our best to block a call for more aid to Africa with our unreasonable calls for more ‘accountability’ paperwork on the last block, which coincided with a surge in African growth rates after decades of stagnation.   And partly in consequence Portugal, one of those European PIGS, will get most of Africa’s secret votes for that seat opening at the Security Council. 

Forget this week’s poll that says even if Europeans think we are become a global nobody, Asians now love us.  Recall that all of them, including the USA and Australia, were quite content to see us excluded as potential members in the newest  Asian trading arrangement.  

Look (if you can be a blackfly on the wall this weekend) into the private sessions of the G8 and G20 leaders.  They do not appreciate our attempts to block the G20 from leading on key topics – global warming, international security, reforming the international architecture. They sense our tone as offensive when not paternalistic, but equally it shows we are still pretending the world order is not in flux.  They want all the G8 files moved over in the next year or two to the G20 for substantive debate; they would not block the G8 continuing if it wants as a pre-G20 dinner-club for the rich and (getting less) famous. 

You will see a lot of uneasy eye contact and body language in Toronto.  The agenda is not what the rest attending want. They don’t want to hear preaching about how good Canadian banking regulations are.  And the chairman does not wish to have his eye caught by either Obama or Sarkozy about the desirability of even a coded reference to the need for support for NGO action to counter the backstreet abortions in the communiqué para on maternal and child health.  The UK’s new young Conservative PM won’t raise the benefits of coalition-politics, but he will be very upset if the chair does not allocate enough time to his and others call for a global banking tax; he and President Obama have millions of voters who are very angry that their jobs are still lost die to the greed of big bankers. [In truth, our bankers were saved in part by being a little more cautious, but mainly because they were too small or timid to get onto the then gravy train.]

Is there anything we can do at this late hour? It does not need to involve hard cash since the Europeans and some parts of the US are in a budget-cutting flurry just now.  But we can try to change the rhetoric.  We can delete from the speeches, especially the private ones, all that economic preaching stuff.  

We can talk to our new Asian and Latin American friends. That is if they are real; is Mr. Harper in President’s Lula’s Facebook account? Does he often  ‘poke’ Mr. Singh who far outclasses him as an economic professor? [MG Editor: this was written before all of these friends deserted us in our bid for UNSC membership in October].  We can make a pledge to join the European (somewhat now delayed) effort to get to 0.7% for our ODA level in 2015.  Perhaps Mr. Harper might ask David Cameron in a coffee break why his government’ massive emergency austerity package explicitly protected growing UK ODA, onward from 05% to 0.7% when we felt it more expedient to make the world’s poor pay for a billion dollars cut in our much smaller aid programme.  When we look at the out-pouring of support by ordinary Canadians after the Haiti earthquake is hard to believe they are more mean-spiriting than the average Brit. 

Why don’t we propose to take the developmental high road on that stalled banking tax, if that is the likely outcome after all our lobbying.  We could play the helpful fixer.  We could propose it should be kept alive by exploring how to blend in the old idea of a tax on international financial transactions and the French pilot programme for an air-ticket tax.  This will spread the pain – making the unit tax even less onerous on our poor bankers and allow the international community to spread the benefits: not just an insurance fund for bank failure but also make it into a key vehicle for funding overdue green investments of developing countries.  To reduce the hypothetical grumbles from Indian and Chinese banker-friends that Mr. Flaherty claims to have discovered, we could have a scaled tax that was lower for those whose banks did not engage in international transactions. Not unimportantly their governments would also gain an answer to their search for an easy way of getting incremental ODA funds for green programmes.  As a final act of a real conversion to the cause of equitable global reform, we might press for reaching real closure on achieving a more equitable division of seats in the World Bank and IMF Boards, we might propose to the next holders of the G20 chairperson’s hammer that they find a means to include one rotating formal seat as the voice of the really poor in this club,  a country chosen by themselves from amongst the world’s LDCs.  

The sad reality is that it will be the Koreans  - for development assistance - and the French – for the environment  - who will seize the lead for global governance reform. Canada’s year at the helm will be seen as an unfortunate discontinuity, a non-event. Tant pis! 
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