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Joel Solomon addresses “The Board of Change” members in Vancouver on July 6. After being diagnosed in his early adulthood with a potentially fatal
genetic kidney disease, he became something of a wayfarer, traveling up the West Coast and eventually landing in, and falling in love with, coastal B.C.

Convergence Communications (which received $121,000
in 2005 and $8,300 in 2003),
a company run by Michael
Magee, a colleague of Mr. Solomon’s and now the chief of
staff to the Vancouver mayor.
A consultancy called Boreray Praxis collected $436,998
in consulting fees from Tides
Canada between 2003 and
2008. Boreray Praxis’s sole officer, according to its corporate records, is Tides Canada
president and CEO Ross McMillan.
To get a real sense of how
cozy the entire network is,
consider this: a single Vancouver address, Unit 200-220
Cambie Street, has been listed at various points over the
years as being the headquarters of Tides Canada, Hollyhock, Endswell, and Renewal.
Perhaps it’s why in British Columbia, Mr. Solomon’s circle is
often jokingly referred to in
the local press as the “Hollyhock mafia.” Mr. Solomon has
dismissed the comparison.
“There’s no mafia structure.
No meetings. No secret codes,”
he told the Vancouver Sun in
August.
But the connections, more
recently, extend to another
address: Vancouver City Hall.
Before becoming a politician,
mayor Gregor Robertson was
an organic farmer on Cortes
Island and a co-founder of
Happy Planet Foods, an organic juice company bankrolled
in its start-up phase by Joel
Solomon’s Renewal Partners.
Mr. Robertson was also treasurer at Hollyhock in 2003 and
2004 and a board member at
Tides Canada from 2002 to
2004. Mr. Robertson and Mr.
Solomon were even “married”
in a symbolic fake wedding at
Vancouver’s gay pride parade
last year.
Mr. Solomon, the man with
the plan to use his skills in a
way that would leverage business and politics toward the
“common good” was, by reported accounts, influential
in persuading Mr. Robertson
to enter politics, first as an
NDP MLA and later, in 2008,
to run for the leadership of the

newly formed Vision Vancouver party. Some of the biggest
donors to both Vision Vancouver and Mr. Robertson have
come from Mr. Solomon’s
circle. Michael Magee’s Convergence Communications,
which consults to both Tides
and Renewal, sent $28,000
to Vision Vancouver to help it
pay off its $350,000 debt prior
to the 2008 election; Mr. Solomon’s Renewal sent $10,000;
and Strategic Communications, one of Renewal Partner’s
investment recipients, sent
$48,000 (Strategic Communications’ founder, Bob Penner,
has also been brought on as
an advisor to the mayor). A
Vancouver Sun analysis found
that in the lead-up to the 2008
election, won by Mr. Robertson, more than $330,000 of
the $1.4 million raised by Vision came from people and organizations affiliated directly
with Mr. Solomon or his businesses.
In all, Vision spent nearly
$2 million on its campaign,
a record expenditure for the
city of Vancouver, official
population 600,000. Several
donors to Mr. Robertson’s own
nomination campaign were
Americans, including Oprah’s
“healthy living” expert Dr. Andrew Weil (an acquaintance of
Mr. Solomon’s and a favourite
Hollyhock speaker) who gave
between $1,000 and $1,999,
according to Vision Vancouver’s election filings; heirs to
Roy A. Hunt’s Alcoa fortune
(the Hunt-Badiners gave between $500 and $999); Richard Perl, a New York recycling
executive and advisor to Renewal ($500 and $999); Mark
Deutschmann, head of a Tennessee realty company backed
by Renewal money (between
$1,000 and $1,999); and organic yogurt magnate Gary
Hirshberg, a Hollyhock regular (he gave between $2,000
and $4,999), who told the Sun
he believed a Robertson-led
Vancouver was an ideal “incubator” for conservation concepts that could eventually be
spread to other cities.
Vancouver, unlike many
other governments, has no

rules against foreign election
donations, nor any donation
or spending limits; disclosure
of donor records comes only
after the election ends, leaving
voters in the dark about whose
money, and how much of it, is
behind which candidate. Bill
Tieleman, a former communications director for the B.C.
premier’s office, and a friend
of the mayor, acknowledges
that his city is “sort of the wild
west in terms of electoral financing.” Mayor Robertson’s
office did not respond to a re-

whose contribution total was
$85,009.
That raises other questions, given that it is hard to
tell whether the money that
has flowed to politics might
have originated with charities,
points out Michael Klassen, a
blogger at CityCaucus.com, a
Vancouver political website
friendly to the Non-Partisan
Association in the city.
“The money that has gone
into these charities, [it] then
has been handed over to the
consultants who are being

It’s like a Bugs Bunny cartoon where
she throws the pitch and then she’s
at the other end catching the ball.
How does that work?
quest for an interview.
“As [former prime minister] Paul Martin put it, money
is the mother’s milk of all
politics,” says Duff Conacher,
director at the Ottawa-based
Democracy Watch. “At every
level of government foreign
donations should be illegal,”
and usually are. Donations
should come only from citizens with a direct stake in
the jurisdiction, should be
disclosed before voting day,
and “you want to have a low
donation limit,” he says, so
that the wealthy cannot influence politics any more than
the average citizen (donations
to municipal campaigns, without tax deductibility, are even
less affordable).
A number of donors to Mr.
Robertson’s mayoralty campaigns (whether they donated
cash or volunteered their
professional time) have been
(either themselves or through
their firms) on the receiving
end of consulting fees paid by
Tides, an organization that
accepts American donations.
The donors include Joel Solomon who, together with Carol
Newell, donated a total of
$95,003 and Strategic Communications and Bob Penner,

hired by the charities, and
then the consultants are being
hired by the political party,” he
says.
Mr. McMillan, president &
CEO, said “Tides Canada fully
complies with all charitable
regulations in Canada and
any suggestion to the contrary
is simply false and misleading. We are audited annually
by external auditors as part
of our commitment to ensure

compliance and appropriate
oversight in financial tracking
and accounting. We were formally audited by the Canada
Revenue Agency in 2008, and
received positive feedback
for compliance and financial
management.”
Then there is the coziness
of those in the immediate
Tides orbit. For example, Martha Burton has not only served
on the executives of Tides,
Endswell, Renewal and Interdependent, with all the money
for salaries and consulting
fees sloshing back and forth
between them, she is also the
treasurer of Vision Vancouver,
Mr. Klassen notes.
“In the case of Martha Burton, the person at the other
end with the catcher’s mitt is
the same person who’s giving
the money,” he says. “It’s like
a Bugs Bunny cartoon where
she throws the pitch and then
she’s at the other end catching
the ball. How does that work?”
But Mr. McMillan said, “Our
donors, staff and board members fall across the full political spectrum and what these
individuals do with those
views is their own business
and has nothing to do with the
activities of Tides Canada.”
After some criticism over
the U.S. donations, Mr. Robertson said he would be willing to consider new election

fund rules, though nothing
has happened yet. On the
other hand, he hasn’t gotten
terribly far either in his quest
to make Vancouver a world
green leader. To date, he’s
ripped up some traffic lanes
and replaced them with bike
lanes, allowed urban dwellers
to raise up to four chickens in
their backyard, and planted an
organic garden at City Hall. He
also recruited Chicago’s chief
environmental officer, Sadhu
Johnston, to be Vancouver’s
environmental czar. Mr. Johnston was, perhaps predictably,
married at Hollyhock. But if
the Hollyhockers behind Vision Vancouver had hoped for
signs of this region-focused
“systemic social change” in
their city, they’re still waiting.
Still, with the millions Tides
has brought into the country and distributed to groups
here, including the Natural
Resources Defense Council,
the Sierra Club, Forest Ethics, Environmental Defense
Canada, the Boreal Songbird
Initiative, the Rainforest Action Network, Greenpeace,
the Sierra Club, Driftwood
Foundation, the Indigenous
Environmental Network, the
Dogwood Initiatives and a roll
call of other environmental
activist groups, Mr. Solomon’s
plan to change the region
hasn’t been completely without consequence, Mr. Klassen
believes.
Thanks, increasingly to the
help of the money Tides has
been bringing to B.C., he says,
there are “concurrently, all
these ENGOs [environmental groups] that are agitating all over the province. For
example, you’ve got a set of
groups that are just focusing
on gas resource development
in the Kootenays; you’ve got
people on the West Coast making sure that no fish farming
happens; you’ve got people on
the West Coast making sure
that no oil tanker traffic happens; you’ve got people in the
north making sure no pipeline
installation happens,” he says.
Politically, he says, all these
groups are “involved in political agitation and keeping
things off balance as much as
possible.”
Grant Costello, the project
manager of the proposed Jumbo ski resort near Invermere,
B.C., which has been stalled
by relentless opposition from
some Tides-funded groups, believes the money has certainly
had an effect on public policy.
“They are de facto political organizations in B.C.,” he
says. “They’re distorting the
balance of power where a few
people control these huge
amounts of money that flow
in from the U.S.” And, he believes the growing impact of
environmental groups is only
hurting British Columbia’s
economic potential.
For those awaiting a certain
kind of change, that alone may
be a good start. In any case,
there are still 480 years left in
Mr. Solomon’s revolutionary
plan. And this is only phase
one.
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Tides has given money to environmental and social activist groups that have
been fighting against fish farming and logging in the Boreal forest.

