OH ! For a yenta – matchmaking takes a lot of work.
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Remember the musical Fiddler on the Roof? If so, you must remember the song:
Matchmaker, Matchmaker, make me a match,
find me a find, catch me a catch,
Although it had much to do with fire, the match in question was not of the Eddy variety. The
matchmaker — also known as the yenta — was a sage old woman who made her way in the world by
learning the attributes, needs and foibles of the would-be suitor (her client) and then arranging for
them to meet their perfect “match” — the partner who can make all their dreams come true.
So. What does this have to do with agriculture? With managing government relations in an election
year? Simply this. Growers have needs. Politicians have needs. There are overarching public
policy needs. Someone has to make a better fit between these needs. To ensure that B.C. farmers
and their agriculture minister are both dealing from the same side of the table. To make support for
both sustainable agriculture and economically robust farming communities part of the platform of all
politicians seeking any credibility with rural voters in the upcoming provincial election. To make each
side see and appreciate their interdependence. And to celebrate their commitment to one another.
OK, so there’s bound to be some disagreements. But it should be about mutual respect.
Anyone who thinks the above is about partisanship can stop right here and ponder this for a while:
Why was Eugene Whelan so successful in getting just about everything he requested for Canadian
farmers? Because he could go before caucus and guarantee that if he got what he wanted, he’d
have the unqualified support of the farming community. They, in turn, had the good sense most of
the time to keep the brass knuckles in their pockets until after they had the Minister behind closed
doors. Outside those meetings, they remembered what their mothers had told them and they said
thank you. Publicly. And, wonder of wonders, they had a powerful agriculture minister who got what
he wanted from his caucus.
The moral of the above story has absolutely nothing to do with partisanship. Today its the New
Democrats. Yesterday it was the Socreds. Tomorrow who knows. What it has to do with is
understanding the dynamics that drive effective government relations and then going out and
building the agriculture minister you as a sector deserve.
Regardless of which party he or she belongs to.
Sure there’s less money available today. Yes trading climates have undergone profound change.
But the fate of agriculture by its very nature is and will remain keenly dependent on good, facilitative
public policy.
Why?
Because in the competition for the most effective and sustainable use of land from a regional
economic, tourism, environmental, ecological and planning perspective, agriculture is often the clear
winner.
Because there are too many bureaucrats in Victoria for whom career advancement would seem to be
tied to how quickly they can systematically dismantle any and all farm support programs they consider
to be “not green” under new trading laws. (Did you know that for many commodities, Quebec farmers
have the most generous provincial safety nets in all of Canada. And when asked at a recent
commodity meeting how such a program could exist in his province since it was clearly not “green”,
the reply from the Quebec farmer was “yes, but since we don’t export this product, what is the
difference? There can be no trade action if you don’t export...”)
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Some of the “do’s” and “don’t’s” for the year?
Understand the difference between issues which are essentially administrative and those which are
clearly political. Discuss the former with the bureaucrats. Place the latter squarely in the laps of the
politicians. In person. Often.
When you want to speak to the Minister, don’t go through the civil servants. That’s why the Minister
has Ministerial Assistants. As a point of general principle, try to spend more time this election year
talking to the Minister and less time talking to the bureaucrats.
Explain to all political parties that if they don’t make the ALR work for agriculture, there will be no
commercial farmers left. Explain what this means — that a sector comprised of week-end farmers will
need neither a Minister nor a Ministry of agriculture. Take every opportunity to remind the
bureaucrats in Victoria that without “us” (commercial farmers) there is no “you” (civil servants).
Don’t let your leaders confuse political strategies with personal politics. If one of your key
spokespersons is also running for or actively supporting a candidate in the next election, ask him/her
to step aside for the time being in order that a leader with less partisan bias can represent effectively
to all parties the ongoing and legitimate needs of your commodity.
Remember that this year — an election year — is to politics what a leap year is to romance: time for
the traditionally disempowered partner to set the agenda and do the asking (remember Sadie
Hawkins Day?)
So ask. If you ask nicely, you might just get what you want. Or who knows? Maybe the services of
a good yenta just might be in order?
Lest they forget:
if there’s no audience, there just ain’t no show...
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