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MUSIC TO EAT LUNCH TO Mandy Gardner

Top Albums of the Year

It’s the end of another quick year, and the albums we’ve been
BILLYT“LE“T II seeing are really of top quality. Some strong debuts, impressive
contributions from established bands, and only a few discs the world
could do without entirely. A year of plenty, I’d say, and with
Christmas sneaking up fast it’s time to reflect on the year in music

with a good old-fashioned top-five list:

i _jzﬂ“l-a_"" At number five, it’s the Strays with their debut, Le Futur Noir. This
I‘Aglliw.,r; : album is still on my playlist, with great punk/ska-tinged tunes. The

' Strays know how to play, and more importantly how to write songs
that people will want to listen to. They’ve got politics, emotion,
punk beats, and an overall great sound. An absolutely excellent
debut that should not be missed.

Number four has got to be the Yoko Casionos with These are the New Old Times. The Vancouver/Toronto
group has taken the art of the nightclub groove and recorded it for posterity. There’s never been a band so
unadulterated by a session in the recording studio, and this bunch is worth the effort it takes to get over the
stigma of buying a mellow album.

The next spot goes to The Killers with Sam’s Town. This deserves the number three slot for a lot of reasons,
but mainly for the ability to break into the mainstream without succumbing to that over-processed,
formulaic sound that so many other bands have to create before selling an album or finding a producer. The
Killers have got a creative and prideful spark that keeps them safe from interference. It’s a vital part of this
year’s soundtrack and none of us is ever going to forget the singles on this album.

These next two were a tough call. Both scoring a 10 on my own formal ratings scale, the difference came
down to a simple factor: which album can I listen to the most without tiring of the tracks?

That question answered, the runner-up for album of the year is the Arctic Monkeys. Whatever People Say |
Am, That’s What I’m Not is going to be a music essential for an entire generation. It’s bold and utterly
British, helping give rise to the return of quality English rock—and that’s long overdue.

It isn’t often that a rough bunch of 19- and 20-year-olds can tap into a poetic vibe and deliver not only
amazing lyrics focusing on the social structure of northern English cities, but couple it with incredible guitar
solos and intricate musical creations. This is a very well-deserved placement for the debut album.

Finally, we’re left with the number one album of the year. They’re brassy, outspoken, unconventional, and,
best of all, they come from Toronto. Who else but Billy Talent? Il was the flawless follow-up to the self-
titled album released in 2003, and it didn’t disappoint.

The boys are still prone to shouting and can still deliver the kind of songs that make you feel as though
moshing isn’t enough of a response. I’ve noticed the new video release, “Red Flag,” getting the tiniest bit of
air on British music channels, so it looks like the boys are poised to take on Europe after incredible success
back home. Without a doubt this is the finest album I’ve heard in a long time, and it’s hardly been off my
stereo for more than a couple of days at a time.

So there you have it! It’s been a great year for music, and Canadian music at that. If you’re looking for some
good CDs for Christmas presents in the next week, this is a good place to start. Happy holiday!



Books, Music, and Film to Wake Up Your Muse and
Help You Change the World

CD: J.D. Miner, Ain't No Ordinary Hillbilly
Release date: 2007
Label: Blueshift Productions

At last, a folk trio from the present decade to add to my folk
trio album collection (a musty flea-market horde burgeoning
with Peter, Paul, and Mary, The Kingston Trio, The Courriers,
The Travellers, and even the apish Limeliters). Yes, those trios could really wail and make those old banjos
ring, but not a one of ‘em had the musical prowess and writing ability of J.D. Miner, three neat guys based
in British Columbia.
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I was in B.C. once. Nanaimo. It was a high school band exchange. One night my host treated me to a rant
about how his province was sick and tired of supporting us Maritimers. Earlier he had taken the family and
myself on a drive through the local reservation (which, | had to admit, looked much more poorly funded
than the reservations back home in my have-not province), inviting me to be revolted at how these people
allowed themselves to live.

| recently relayed this story to a counterculture acquaintance who told me | had been in the wrong part of
B.C. and that the province was chock full of, as he put it, “really groovy people.” And he was right.

| still don’t know who the lead singer of J.D. Miner is, but his voice is eerily like Garrison Keillor’s, adding to
the home-smoked quality of the sound. Another pleasure of this CD is its delightfully tactile cover. Opening
it feels like unpacking a box of doughnuts. The inside reads: “This cd jacket was printed on 100% recycled
paper with vegetable based ink, so if you don't like the cd, at least you can feed this to your cat.”

The music echoes old-time hymn sings, bluegrass festivals, Dixieland jamborees, Texas swing, Woody
Guthrie, Stan Rogers, and classic country. The three instrumental numbers on this CD are each more
enticing and repeatable than the last.

And then there are the words, all written by Darryl Klassen or Joel Klingler. These are witty and thoughtful
lyrics, from guys who obviously don’t take themselves seriously, a sea breeze beside the narcissistic moaning
of so many folk prima donnas. If anyone has a right to be vain it’s these guys; Joe Worst is a classically
trained bassist, and Joel Klingler and Darryl Klassen are a couple of fingerpicking virtuosos, yet they come
across as people who’d be pleased as punch to be invited over to perform at your next backyard barbecue or
union rally.

J.D. Miner couldn’t have come along at a better time. Remember those movies Hollywood put out in 1942
(unfairly labelled “escapist™) to take our minds off the war? Movies like Casablanca, Bambi, and Tortilla
Flat? Those of us enduring the present political climate know all too well the urgency of using entertainment
for healing and sustenance. Such things help us get things done. Their purpose, if they have one, is not to
blind us to our troubles but to carry us through them. For artists they are one way of staying sane while
keeping the old muse fed.

Mix a healthy dose of J.D. Miner in with your Michael Moore documentaries and your Bob Dylan records and
you may actually survive this decade with your ideals intact. You may even still be able to write poetry.

The Bard could use some help scouting out new material. If you discover any books, compact disks, or movies which
came out in the last twelve months and which you think fit the Bard's criteria, please drop a line to
bard@voicemagazine.org. If | agree with your recommendation, I'll thank you online.
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This year Canadians have been focused on one major theme:
the rise and fall of the loonie against the U.S. dollar. For the
first time in decades, our dollar not only reached parity with
the American dollar but actually exceeded it a couple of times.
The rise of dollar values played havoc with bank transfers and
currency exchanges, but it was a point of pride for the country
and a sign that our economy is finally starting to reach its
potential. So what’s happening with our currency today?
According to currency valuators XE.com and Oanda.com, we’ve
dropped back down to the point where one American dollar will
buy $1.006 Canadian; the loonie is still very high with respect
to its place in the currency exchange just a few years ago,
however, and today’s dip doesn’t necessarily mean that it will
e e keep falling.

Another big news item this year was the deaths of two men as a result of police Tasering. The deaths
brought increased criticism of the use of Tasers by RCMP, and although CBC says that more than 50 people
have died as a result of Tasering in North America since 2001 (17 total in Canada) the RCMP maintains that
this is the safest way of dealing with certain individuals. Amnesty International Canada had been asking for
more research to be conducted on the health risks of Taser guns, and after this year’s deaths it has called
for the suspension of any use until further studies are undertaken. So far, no formal action has been taken
by the government.

In Foreign News

In September this year, the ruling Burmese junta (formally known as the State Peace and Development
Council) did away with gas subsidies in a move that saw prices rise 100% in some cases. This led to massive
protests not only by average Burmese citizens, but most notably by Burmese monks. Protests were not
specific to the gas subsidies, and were actually directed at the eradication of the military government and
the establishment of a democratic system. The current Burmese junta is supported by the Chinese
government, and this has inspired many international activists to call for a boycott of the Beijing 2008
Olympics as well as Chinese imports. After United Nations envoy Paulo Sergio Pinheiro visited Burma on
November 14, the UN reached no satisfactory compromise; China continues to support the current
government.

In the United States, the Writers Guild of America went on strike this November and we’ve subsequently
been subjected to reruns of Hollywood-based shows like The Colbert Report, The Daily Show, and many
other late-night talk shows. The strike was called by the Writers Guild because Hollywood writers wanted a
bigger percentage of earnings, particularly in terms of Internet sales. As yet, there has been no resolution to
the matter. However, certain onscreen personalities have begun to rethink their options. David Letterman
has decided to try to reach a compromise directly with his writers, and Jay Leno and Conan O’Brien have
said they will be back at work January 2. Despite the return to their respective shows, Leno and O’Brien will
be working without their regular writers and therefore the established format will have to be changed. For
the most part, writers and big Hollywood names remain on the picket line.



EDUCATION NEWS Kerry Wall

Are lower tuition fees worth higher taxes?

__'__[,‘ :\ \;A?fo‘ Fee reductions lead to tax hikes, analyst says
,. | h - \") -
S ‘\J&,' TORONTO (CUP) -- The image of student activists marching on the
‘jF legislature, brandishing bright yellow “Reduce tuition fees” placards, is
= one that most students might recognize.
-

They bring megaphones to amplify their slogans and wear T-shirts that
say, “l sold my other shirt to pay for tuition.” Their signs don’t read,
“Increase taxes.” But some think they might as well.

Tuition fee reductions and freezes would lead to “obvious” tax hikes, says C.D. Howe Institute policy analyst
Yvan Guillemette. As pushes for freezes and reductions continue, he and others are wondering whether
proposals designed to take some of the load off of students’ chequebooks will hit other citizens’ pockets
instead.

In 2003, the University of Manitoba Students’ Union criticized the provincial government for funding its
tuition freeze through new taxes, saying, “In the end, students saved some money through lower tuition yet
ended paying more in taxes . . . government has come out ahead while students and universities have lost.”

That’s what students can expect from freezes and reductions, analysts say.

Students “can’t only expect the government to keep services high and fees low,” says Neil Desai, the
Ontario director of the Canadian Taxpayers’ Federation. “They have to be willing to work with them as
students.”

Student groups advocating lower user fees may want to be careful what they wish for, Guillemette adds.

“Freezes and reductions are not an investment,” he says. “When the government freezes or reduces tuition,
it’s not putting funding into the other aspects of post-secondary education.” Those “other aspects,” he says,
include building maintenance and research funding.

But Amanda Aziz, national chairperson of Canadian Federation of Students, says fees can add up, preventing
students from pursuing their education.

“User fees are a barrier for low-income Canadians,” she says. “We have to send the message to the
provinces helping to create those barriers that this isn’t good for students.”

But the CFS and other groups may be forgetting that the provinces’ roles go beyond this one issue,
Guillmette says.

“Education always seems to lose out to things like health care,” he says. Desai agrees.

“The government has so many other things to deal with besides post-secondary education,” he says. “There
has to be a balance between public and individual investment. When groups are calling for a [tuition fee]
freeze, they’re calling for society as a whole to fund universities in a greater way.”

But funding post-secondary education is “absolutely” society’s role, Aziz says.



“Education has a huge societal benefit,” she says. “While there are obviously individual benefits, the
societal benefits are as great or even greater than those for individuals.”

She cited the B.C. government’s 2005-06 budget, which stated that “70 per cent of job opportunities will
require some post-secondary education,” as a reason why “society needs an educated population.”

Desai says that while he can understand students’ desires to get a good education, they should be prepared
to get what they pay for.

“It [currently] falls to all taxpayers to fund universities,” he says. “Students need to come to the realization
that they’re contributing to the cost of post-secondary education, but so are other citizens.

“And not everyone in the province goes to university.”
Aziz says that doesn’t matter.

“That’s just the way our tax system works,” she says. “Once you make a lot of money and can afford to pay
more in taxes, you have to help to fund education for people who are faced with barriers.”

Guillemette says Aziz’s argument is indicative of student lobbyists’ position—that post-secondary education
is society’s responsibility.

“They’re aware that society is contributing most of that money,” he says, “but they think it’s the right thing
to do." A tuition freeze might even work against students, he adds.

“It would hurt them more than it would help them, | think,” he says. “When you freeze tuition, you freeze it
for everybody, not just those who have difficulty paying.”

Desai recently finished his master's degree in England. He says many students in Canada don’t realize how
lucky they are.

“We are very privileged here,” he says. “We have very high expectations, and expectations don’t come
cheap.”
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