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OPINION

MY TAKE

I had forgotten about the letter.
I had meant to get to it, but so

many other things got in the way.
There was my tax return that I
promised my wife I would finish a
week ago, still sitting in a pile on
the side table. I find doing my tax-
es a lot like Canadian elections —
no matter how you juggle the
numbers, the returns are always
disappointing. So, there it sat.

And then there were all the other
household chores that I’m in
charge of — drinking coffee,
lounging around, napping, pulling
wine corks, it’s all pretty exhaust-
ing. So, now it was 8 a.m. on Sat-
urday and I had to write the letter
for my daughter Ella. 

It’s called a confirmation letter.
Confirmation, for non-Catholics
out there, is the sacrament kids get
when they are about 12 or 13 years
old. It signals their acceptance in-
to the church as reasoning, ma-
ture, young adults. 

(The sacrament doesn’t see
them giggling hysterically in the
van or screaming “OhMyGod, he’s
so HOT!” through pretty much all
of Twilight.) It’s sort of the

Catholic version of a bar mitzvah
(more drinking at the party, small-
er cheques in the envelopes) or a
Native Spirit Walk, without the
danger, unless you consider the
very real risk of one of the little
cousins barfing on you after eating
the unwise combination of several
cannoli and a gallon of Orange
Crush.

The letter, which they read dur-
ing an all-day retreat, is supposed
to be a message from parents
about confirmation and life and,
well, everything. Try figuring that
out at 8 in the morning in your py-
jamas. And so I sit at the comput-
er, my hands frozen, my head
searching for what to say to my 13-

year-old daughter. We had done
this before, for our two sons, but
this morning the words do not
come. “Tell her we love her,” my
wife calls from the other room. 

And so I do. I tell her that we can
hardly believe that she is already
here, grown up, ready for confir-
mation, graduation and, soon, for
high school. That, in many ways, I
still think of her as the toddler who
used to hide behind her mother’s
legs when people came to the
house. That I still see the little
curly-haired girl who would liter-
ally shake at the sight of a dog,
even the tiny Boston Terrier from
the up the street. That I some-
times have to remind myself that
the tall, beautiful girl I bump into
in the hallway in the morning is
her, and not the knee-high girl
standing next to me in the photo-
graph that sits on her bedside
table. I tell her that she is beautiful
inside and out. That her mother
and I marvel at all the gifts she’s
been given — a good brain, a
healthy body, and, most of all, a
big heart. 

As I’m writing, I realize these

rituals are important, not so much
in themselves, but because they
give us a chance to tell our chil-
dren all the things we mean to say
to them, but that in the busy rush
of the days and months and even
years, we never
quite get to.
And in doing
that, we’re
forced to re-
mind ourselves
what counts,
and to think
hard about what
we really care
about in life.
And so I tell her
that, starting
with the most
obvious and
most important
thing every kid
needs to hear.

“We love you. Your brothers
love you (even if they steal your
iPod and complain about the
number of showers you take!) and
you are surrounded by a loving
family of aunts, uncles and
cousins and grandparents and

many friends. In a way, an army of
love and support stands behind
you as you march into the next
part of your life. 

“Life is a wonderful journey, 
Ella. We know you are setting out

on that journey
now, leaving
childhood be-
hind you, and
though we will
miss the little
shy girl with the
big smile, we
stand here,
amazed at the
beautiful young
woman you
have become. 

“Go forward
with our love
and support to
propel you, and

be ready to love and be loved and
to embrace all the wonders this
life has to offer.”

Paul Benedetti lives in Hamilton.
He is a former Spectator reporter
and teaches journalism at the Uni-
versity of Western Ontario.
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BY THOMAS FROESE

KAMPALA, UGANDA ✦ If I were
to write a letter to Prime Minister
Stephen Harper — and think that
he might read it — here is what I
would say:

Thank you, Prime Minister, for
reminding the world of the truck-
loads of women — more than half a
million — who die needlessly
every year during something as
noble as childbirth. 

And the ocean of children, four
million, who die as a result. And
the families and communities
fraying at the seams. It’s time to
care better for them all, you say.
Thank you.

By making this the 2010 G8
Summit focus, you’ve put the
world’s neediest mothers on the
political map like never before.
How this gave
some of us in
Africa great
hope. 

But Mr. Harp-
er, do you now
care enough to
withstand the
ideological on-
slaught?
Enough to look
closer at facts
on the ground?
Enough to move
out of your par-
ty’s comfort
zones?

Your team has
already had such a hard time with
just the first step of maternal
health: birth control. Why the ini-
tial rejection of contraceptives as
part of your signature plan? Why
the fear?

Come, watch a typical woman in
Uganda push out her ninth or 10th
or 11th child. How she wants not
just contraceptives, but the free-

dom to choose her family size.
True, even educated Africans

may not buy into fewer children
(“Who will look after me in old
age?”) Yet isn’t it stunning that
while a Coke can reach Earth’s far-
thest corners, more than 100 mil-
lion married women can’t access
common birth control?

Sir, be assured, the data verify
that birth control, or child spacing
as it’s called in Africa, is essential
to stemming the bloody tide of dy-
ing mothers. Up to one-third of
maternal deaths could be saved
with this one simple intervention.

And this has nothing to do with
abortion. Michael Ignatieff may
be on a high-octane kick to say
otherwise, to create his political
wedge issue. Let him continue
that circus by himself.

Others understand that contra-
ception and
abortion are
different. Polls
verify this,
showing 74 per
cent of Canadi-
ans support
providing con-
traceptives to
developing
countries, while
fewer than half
support provid-
ing abortion.

Interestingly,
of 193 coun-
tries, Canada is
in the one-third

minority providing abortion on
demand or for socio-economic
reasons. But even when illegal,
abortion is still common. Uganda,
population 33 million, has an esti-
mated 300,000 yearly. That’s
more than twice Canada’s rate.

Banning abortions does make
them unsafe. Still, you can inform
Mr. Ignatieff that globally, back-

alley abortions, terrible as they
are, result in less than one-in-
nine maternal deaths.

The real threat to the world’s
poorest mothers — the reason
Africans call childbirth a “war” — is
that there are no skilled attendants
or emergency services during de-
livery. You often get your mother-
in-law. Patriarchal attitudes fuel
such poor infrastructure.

The solution is to approach
these regions in a spirit of part-
nership with those who do want
change. Don’t parachute western
“experts” into lavish housing and
fat salaries and big cars. Do work
with a mobilized cross-section of
locals who can initiate change
within their own cultures.

If your campaign is going to fare
better than previous top-down,
macro approaches that have re-
peatedly failed so dismally, then

this, Mr. Harper, is the only way.
It’s about sustainability. And cre-
ativity.

Consider one example, Save the
Mothers, a program founded in
Uganda by Canadian Dr. Jean
Chamberlain Froese (to whom I
am married). She’s harnessed
mainly Ugandan expertise to train,
to date, some 125 Save the Mothers
“students” — Ugandan MPs, jour-
nalists, educators, clergy and
community leaders — to enact
new laws, educate the public and
raise the temperature on mother-
care in all kinds of ways.

Jerker Liljestrand, a former
health specialist with the World
Bank, commented that he’s never
seen a model like it. And Scott Far-
rell, a visiting past-president of
the Society of Obstetricians and
Gynaecologists of Canada, calls
STM’s indigenous faculty “highly

accomplished and motivated.” 
Farrell adds: “The people for

whom the program was started,
those without social and medical
safety nets that North Americans
take for granted, are empowered to
help themselves. These underpriv-
ileged Ugandans believe strongly
that other people care, that North
Americans are not callously indif-
ferent to their challenges.”

All this, without a cent of public
funding. Imagine what you, Mr.
Harper, can accomplish with the
money. Imagine a great hope be-
coming much more.

Thomas Froese is a freelance jour-
nalist and Save the Mothers com-
munications co-ordinator. He can
be reached through
thomasfroese.com. More on Save
the Mothers is at
savethemothers.org.
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Muslim men carry the casket of a dead mother, Sufayati, in Budondo village, about one hour east of Kampala.

Uganda. About 6,000 Ugandan mothers die in childbirth every year.

There are no skilled

attendants or emer-

gency services during

delivery. You often get

your mother-in-law.

New provincial curriculum means
elementary students will begin
learning about matters such as
sexual orientation as early as
Grade 3. Do you support these
changes? 
Excerpted comments from the Have

Your Say blog on thespec.com:

Odd that so many say that they
don’t want their children taught
about gays because they are Chris-
tian. As a Christian I was taught to
love others, to find God in them no
matter who they are. The idea that
we should teach our children that
gay people aren’t to be loved or
taught that they are not valid
Christians is inconceivable to me.
I wanted my two sons to know gay
people have healthy, loving rela-
tionships, too.  

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  PPaaoolloo  PPrreessttaa  

So why don’t YOU teach YOUR
children about homosexuality in-

stead of having it rammed down
my children’s throats? I am a
Christian and don’t want enable-
ment of sin in our school. Why
can’t we just let kids be kids and
get back to what school is all
about, the 3 Rs.

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  IIaann  

I am not sure that I want teach-
ers teaching in-depth sex info and
Grade 3 is way too young. I think it
should be up to the parents and
those that don’t want the kids to
hear this stuff at Grade 3 should
have the option of refusal.

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  kkaatthhyy  hhaaggaann  

Do teachers have enough time in
the days, months, year, to teach
this extra curriculum? Didn’t
many subjects get eliminated or
reduced over the years because
there was too much math and lan-
guage to teach? What will they
give up to teach a more in-depth
sex education class?

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  RRoobbbbiiee  

I don’t believe in not teaching
your children about sex. Every
child is going to need to know at
some point. But is Grade 3 really
the proper age? Sometimes things
should be taught by the parents.
As a new mom, I think I would be
horrified if my son came home one
day and said to me “Mommy guess
what I learned in school today — I
learned how to receive oral sex.”
Grade 3 seems a little too early to
start that kind of talk. 

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  JJeessssiiccaa  

People say we are forcing our
kids to grow up too fast. That’s
true, but we can’t change the en-
tire world or society’s trends. All
we can do is make sure our kids are
as realistically prepared as possi-
ble. This helps that.

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  EElliinn  

I think sex education should be
mandatory for parents. You find
out all sorts of stuff you had no
clue on when something terrible

happens to your own child. You
find out how much sexual crime
occurs and is covered up. You find
out that it is not just adults but
children. You find out the ages
that this all starts at — and it’s be-
fore 10. It’s all shocking. And un-
known to the majority.

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  RReeaalliissttiicc  

The problem is too many parents
are derelict in their responsibility
to talk to their kids about these
things. Many seem to think if they
don’t talk about it, it’s not real.
That’s just irresponsible parent-
ing, and the school system has no
choice but to step in.

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  AABBnnootthheerr  

I support teaching our kids real-
istic facts about sexual behaviour.
Anything that leads to greater ac-
ceptance of different lifestyles and
less intolerance is a big step in the
right direction. But what will the
Catholics do since they disavow
homosexuality and anything other

than traditional families?
PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  MMaarryy  EElllleenn  WWaasscchhuukk  

In my opinion this is going to
cause more teenaged pregnancies
and more STIs (sexually transmit-
ted infections). I really think that
this has not been worked out
properly. If this does come into
place, I fear I will have to exempt
my future kids from this program.

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  SShhiiaannnnee  

Do these parents keep their kids
in caves? My daughter in senior
kindergarten has a classmate and
several friends with gay parents. I
fully support these changes.

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  llaallaallaa  

Bravo. It’s high time curriculum
reflects the way kids behave, not
the way their blinkered parents
think they ought to behave.

PPoosstteedd  bbyy::  WWaallllyy  

Join the debate at Have Your Say 

at thespec.com
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Love, sex and everything in-between on thespec.com


