
SATURDAY, DECEMBER 19, 2009

THE HAMILTON SPECTATOR WR9

OPINION

Help us choose Hamilton’s biggest story

MY TAKE

I hate to admit it, but I love lists.
As anyone who knows me will

tell you, I am a constant list maker.
List of things to do, list of places to
visit, list of favourite restaurants,
list of friends to call, list of three
things to accomplish today — you
get the idea.

That is why I like this time of the
year so much. The media — 
including this publication — make
year-end lists. We write about the
top 20 books of the year to read,
the best 10 movies to see, and of
course the biggest stories of the
year.

This year The Spectator will be
naming a Hamilton newsmaker of
the year.

For the past few weeks, we have
invited readers to offer sugges-
tions on what they thought was
the biggest story of the year or
which person should be recog-
nized for making the most news in
2009.

Since the voting is still going on,
and since we will not release the

name of the winner until Dec. 31,
I don’t want to give any secrets
away.

But several names have already
surfaced.

First, it is important to note that
this is the Hamilton newsmaker of
the year.

That means that while there
were some pretty big stories in
2009 — the inauguration of the
first black president of the United
States of America, the death of
Michael Jackson, the personal in-
discretions of David Letterman

and Tiger Woods, and the biggest
downturn in the economy in 50
years — none of them can qualify
for this award.

So what was the best story in
Hamilton in 2009?

The valiant attempt by Waterloo
businessman Jim Balsillie to bring
a National Hockey League team to
Hamilton certainly comes to mind
quickly. Balsillie spent millions
trying to bring the Phoenix Coy-
otes to Copps Coliseum. In the
end, Gary Bettman and the NHL
made sure it would never happen
but a story that has been going on
for more than 30 years is still alive.

There was also a real “changing
of the guard” in terms of the lead-
ership of our community. Think
about it. We got a new police chief,
a new city manager, a new presi-
dent of Mohawk, a new head of the
United Way, two new heads of lo-
cal school boards, and a new CEO
of the Hamilton Community
Foundation all in 2009. And 
McMaster  University named a

new president to take over in 2010.
And then there are the Pan Am

Games. After two unsuccessful
bids for the Commonwealth
Games, Hamilton has a major role
in the 2015 Pan Am Games.

That means a new stadium and
other infrastructure, but more 
important it means hooking our
wagon to the big city down the
road. 

The phrase GTHA — Greater
Toronto and Hamilton Area — is
already being used by many, 
including the folks at Metrolinx
who will make big news when they
announce plans for rapid transit in
Hamilton and transportation 
improvements to Toronto early in
2010.

How about the restoration of the
Lister Block, the revitalization of
the Tiger Cats, the rebuilding of
City Hall?

What is your favourite local
news story of 2009?

We’ll also have stories from The
Canadian Press on the best story

in Canada, Canada’s best male and
female athlete of the year and our
top 25 sports leaders in this city.

If you want to vote on this year’s
best story in Hamilton please
write us at citizen@thespec.com. 

Then pick up our last paper of
the year to find out the winner.

❚ ❚ ❚
I must admit I am getting

Olympic fever. I have followed
with great interest stories about
ordinary and extraordinary Cana-
dians who are carrying the torch
across our country.

It is Hamilton’s turn this week-
end. More than 70  people from
our community will carry the
torch and in the end pass it to the
ubiquitous Ron Foxcroft who will
light the flame at Dundurn Castle
tonight about 6.45 p.m. See you
there.

David Estok is The Hamilton 
Spectator’s editor-in-chief.
editorfeedback@thespec.com

DAVID ESTOK

Until a very few days ago, today’s
column was going to have a very
different focus. However, after
chatting with some of the key 
service providers in our two com-
munities, I decided a commentary
on Burlington civic politics can
wait until the New Year. 

From the outset, let me empha-
size two things: First, the people
of Hamilton and Burlington are
very generous with their time, tal-
ents and money. Statistics not on-
ly bear this out but I have had the
privilege of witnessing this gen-
erosity first-hand. Second, my
comments here are not intended to
be seen as any form of social con-
sciousness statement but rather
some personal thoughts related to
the giving spirit of the festive sea-
son.

I want to share with you some of
the things I have observed and
heard over the past several days
and in turn ask each of you to re-
flect, as I am asking the entire
Skidmore clan to reflect, on what
our collective responsibility and
response might be.

All of us are acutely aware of the
impact that the current recession
has had on our broader communi-
ties. But even as we see encourag-
ing signs that things are maybe
beginning to improve, the linger-
ing affects of the downturn, at

even the most basic human levels
of food, shelter and clothing, re-
main a daily struggle for many.

In listening to people such as
Canon Wendy Roy (St. Matthew’s
House), Paul Johnson (Wesley Ur-
ban Ministries), Barry Cole (Mis-
sion Services), Paul Millar
(Forestview Church, Burlington),
Jennifer Killner (Salvation Army
Hamilton), Shirley Malloy (Salva-
tion Army Dundas) and Denise
Arkell (Neighbour to Neighbour),
one cannot help but be struck by
their incredible compassion for
and unwavering dedication to
serving and ministering to people.
As with all servant-driven leaders,
each of them is quick to reference
the host of incredibly unselfish
hard-working staff and a cadre of
dedicated volunteers with whom
they work.

As each intently described the
current human experiences they

and their colleagues are facing,
day in day out, the statistical re-
alities begin to take on a whole
new dimension. Nonetheless, the
statistics themselves provide
very sobering realities. The num-
ber of people seeking assistance
is up by 30 to 35 per cent univer-
sally across our two cities. In
many of the agencies, more than
50 per cent of the recipients are
children.

The impact is not just being seen
however in the
traditionally
high needs areas
of our cities but
the impact is
touching all of
Greater Hamil-
ton and
Burlington. 

People who
were donors and
volunteers at
this time last
year are now re-
cipients of the
services. 

People who
have worked
hard their entire adult lives are
now standing in lines to feed their
children. Working poor, where
both parents are working 50 to 60
hour weeks are coming asking for
help so that their children will

have a gift on Christmas morning.
Parents are going without food so
that their kids will eat. How I wish
that I were exaggerating here.
Trust me, I am not.

Many of you reading this column
will be legitimately saying that you
have already contributed to a
charity either individually, as a
family, in your workplace or possi-
bly through payroll deduction in
support of United Way. I salute
and applaud you for that.

Here is the
rub. Forget the
commercializ-
ing of Christ-
mas that we of-
ten hear at this
time of year.
Forget that we
could all identi-
fy examples of
people abusing
the system. For-
get about what
government is
or is not doing.
Think about it in
the most basic
human terms.

We have people without the ne-
cessities of life living right among
us; our neighbours, our friends
our families. We have children
right here in our cities who will
wake up Christmas morning with-

out one gift, let alone a plethora of
toys under the tree.

Many of us, me included, often
say, there but for the grace of God
go I. Well under different circum-
stances, it could be you or me
standing in that line. One of us
could be the one asking for help.
People don’t choose to get laid off
or “downsized”.

The message of Christmas starts
with the beginning of a sacrificial
gift. Maybe this year, we need to
see ourselves, not as donors to a
charity but sacrificial givers where
we truly go without something to
help someone else.

As one person said, it is not just
the food, the voucher or the toy
that people we deal with appreci-
ate receiving. It is also the sincere
gratitude they express that
“someone cares about me and my
children”. Let’s not just think
about it — let’s act!

If you’ve given you are to be
thanked; however, may be this
holiday season, each of us needs to
do a little more in a sacrificial spir-
it of giving something up to truly
help another. 

Darrel Skidmore lives in Burlington
and recently retired as CEO of
United Way of Burlington and
Greater Hamilton. His column 
appears every other Saturday.

‘It’s the end of the world as we know
it. (And I feel fine).’

— Song by R.E.M.

BY THOMAS FROESE

KAMPALA, Uganda ✦ OK, so what
if Chicken Little was right? 

Chicken Little is that bird who
got hit on the head by a falling
acorn and then ran around
screaming “The sky is falling!” He
got all his forest friends in an
alarmist tizzy and, on their way to
tell the king, they were summarily
fooled and eaten by that Foxy
Loxy. 

Chicken’s disciples have carried
on through the ages. Even here in
Africa, in these
hand-wringing
days of Copen-
hagen, the ac-
tion flick 2012
just appeared to
make sure that,
as the movie
teaser says,
“We’ve been
warned.” 

Run to the
hills, people.
And wear your
galoshes.

Yawn.
Warnings of

the end are hardly new. History is
littered with the rusted wrecks of
false prophets. In our own time,
take your pick from the pool of
kooks and self-declared agents of
God. 

Remember Marshall Apple-
white, who led Heaven’s Gate cult
members to suicide so they could
rendezvous with a spaceship be-
hind comet Hale-Bopp?

But this feels different. What if
the sky is actually falling? Or what
if, more technically, the ground is
simply rising? Maybe climate
change is, in fact, Father Time’s
way of rolling up his belongings
and saying “That’s all folks!”

If we’re to believe the chorus of
experts, what we do know is that
climate change will hurt the
world’s poor first and worst.
Headline: Madagascar falls into
the sea.

The rest of us, that is the rich,
become the voyeurs in front of our
supersized widescreens.

My neighbours in Kenya are al-
ready starving from drought. And
of 28 countries the UN lists as

most vulnerable
to extreme
weather, 22 are
in Africa. This,
for a continent
of subsistence
farmers pro-
ducing just 4
per cent of
Earth’s carbon
emissions.

Eventually,
say enough sci-
entists, we’ll all
get flattened. As
put by James
Lovelock, one of

Britain’s most respected climatol-
ogists, “Prophets have foretold
Armageddon for a long time. But
this is the real thing.”

Into this comes Advent, these
moments before Christmas when
millions around the globe wait on
the presence of the Christ Child,
“Emmanuel,” which literally
means “God with Us.” 

The gritty account of that first

Christmas when a young, faithful
girl gave birth in a dirty stable re-
minds us that the Divine’s ways
are not our ways. That’s comfort-
ing.

But it also adds to our angst. Be-
cause this is also a time to reflect
on the so-called Second Adventus
or Second Coming, the orthodox
Christian view that “Christ has
died, Christ has risen, and Christ
will come again.” And, false
prophecy aside, this forces us to
come to grips with a day of reck-
oning when painful birth pangs
lead to a new future.

In the movie 2012, Earth’s sur-
vivors approach this new day by
relying on, of all places, Africa.
Thanks to tectonic shifts, the en-
tire continent has risen thousands

of feet. John Cusack and company
point their battered arks to the
Cape of Good Hope. The Have-
Not Brother saves what is left of
the human family. It’s a nice twist.

Advent tells of a different story-
line, another continuum, one that
is far more satisfying, where hu-
mankind is eventually given a new,
reborn Earth: an eternal home
that’s less “out there” and more
“right here.”

This is why Martin Luther once
said that if he knew the world
would end tomorrow, he’d still
plant an apple tree today. He un-
derstood that we need to care for
our planet not just for the sake of
our great-grandchildren, but be-
cause, in some mysterious way,
what we do today already impacts

the new Earth — whether it comes
next week or in 1,000 years.

We’ve never been very good at
waiting. That’s human nature.
Look at the kids eyeing the stash
under the Christmas tree. But this
is what these days ask of us: To
wait and hope and long for that
kind of gift that goes far past our
imaginations.

The whole thing may be a little
frightening. But this is what
makes it all so real.

Thomas Froese is a part-time
Hamiltonian and author of Nine-
ty-Nine Windows: Reflections Of A
Reporter From Arabia To Africa
And Other Roads Less Travelled.
Contact him through 
thomasfroese.com

We have children right

here in our cities who

will wake up

Christmas morning

without one gift.

Advent tells of a 

another continuum, one

that is far more satisfy-

ing, where humankind

is eventually given a

new, reborn Earth.

DARREL SKIDMORE

At some point, there’ll be a new Earth
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California falls into the ocean in a scene from the movie 2012. Advent, Christians believe, is about a different

scenario. ‘What we do today already impacts the new Earth — whether it comes next week or in 1,000 years.’

This year, a sacrificial gift is needed


