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Maurice Vellacott, MP
Saskatoon-Wanuskewin

June 27, 2005

Mr. Robert W. Pearce 
President and Chief Executive Officer 
Personal and Commercial Client Group 
BMO Bank of Montreal
55 Bloor Street West
Toronto, Ontario  M4W 3N5 
  
Dear Mr. Pearce, 

Re: BMO’s decision regarding the LifeCanada Affinity MasterCard
Thank you for your letter of June 13 in which you acknowledge the importance of being fair and even-handed with all your customers. 

Your response, as well as previous statements by BMO regarding this controversy, highlight the need to address the following three points:

To start with, if, as you state in your letter, you will not enter into Affinity relationships with organizations “on either side of similarly personal and private issues,” then I assume you will not be renewing the Ontario NDP Affinity card because of the position the NDP takes on the life issue and because they take a position advocating same-sex marriage and take various other controversial positions that are at odds with 84% of Canadians as reflected in the 2004 election results. 
  
Secondly, your spokesperson, Ralph Maranca, has stated that BMO wishes to remain neutral on controversial issues (see attached Star Phoenix article), citing this as the reason BMO decided to end its relationship with LifeCanada after the current contract expires (you did not want to be seen as endorsing a particular point of view). Yet according to your website, you supply the Affinity card to numerous groups who hold strong opinions on various controversial issues—organizations such as the Western Canadian Wheat Growers Association, the Ontario Federation of Anglers and Hunters, and the National Firearms Association. So am I correct to assume that you will be ending the Affinity program for these organizations as well? If not, then are you endorsing the points of view espoused by these organizations, and are you taking positions against the Canadian Wheat Board, the International Fund for Animal Welfare, and the Coalition for Gun Control?

Let me be clear. I am certainly not advocating you end your business relationship with these organizations. But using your own logic—that is, you can no longer offer the Affinity card program to an organization that takes a position on a controversial issue because it would give the impression you are taking sides—you would need to end your business relationships with these organizations as well in order to be logically consistent.

It would appear, therefore, that you have one of two choices, assuming, as you say, you want to be “fair and even-handed with all your customers”:

1. Either you  decide to offer the Affinity MasterCard to all organizations who qualify, regardless of the position they take on controversial issues, recognizing that this is strictly a business relationship and such a relationship does not constitute an endorsement of that organization’s views—in fact Mr. Maranca says exactly this, “These Affinity arrangements with organizations shouldn’t be interpreted as an endorsement of any of the organizations or their philosophies or their causes” (See Star Phoenix article); or 

2. You end the Affinity card program altogether. 

Picking and choosing which organizations you will offer the service to, based solely on what controversial issues that organization deals with, and more specifically, on what position that organization takes on a controversial issue, is discriminatory. 

And finally, I must point out that BMO’s reasons for deciding to drop LifeCanada seem to be incongruous with BMO’s recent actions regarding a large donation to the University of Western Ontario (see enclosed press release from UWO). As you are undoubtedly aware, a firestorm of controversy has ensued over UWO’s decision to award renowned abortionist Henry Morgentaler with a Doctor of Laws degree. Numerous letters of protest have been sent to the university and printed in newspapers across the country, demonstrators have protested outside of UWO President Paul Davenport’s home, numerous supporters have stopped contributing to the university, and one $2M donation was withdrawn. In the midst of all this controversy, BMO donated $1.5 M to UWO.  Mr. Maranca was quoted in the Star Phoenix, saying, “Unfortunately, providing a strictly commercial Affinity card for LifeCanada created the false impression (sic) that we may in some manner endorse a particular point of view.” Certainly the large financial donation to UWO at a time of unprecedented opposition to a university’s decision to bestow an honorary degree upon one of the most controversial persons in Canadian history could give the impression that BMO supports UWO’s decision to award Henry Morgentaler. Whether or not BMO actually does support UWO’s position would seem to be irrelevant, as far as BMO is concerned, given Mr. Maranca’s comments that impression is what is behind the decision taken in respect to LifeCanada. If indeed BMO does not want people to get the impression it is taking sides on this issue, why the large donation to a university embroiled in such an enormous controversy? 

In conclusion, I would appreciate very much hearing back from you regarding the following: 

1. Is BMO endorsing the views espoused by the Ontario NDP, the Western Canadian Wheat Growers Association, the Federation of Anglers and Hunters, and the National Firearms Association and taking positions against these organization’s opponents? 

2. If your answer to the above question is no, that the position taken by each of  these organizations is irrelevant to your decision to offer the Affinity card service to them, then why have you singled out LifeCanada, whose views you also are not required to endorse? 

3. If you are worried that supplying the Affinity MasterCard to LifeCanada creates the “false impression” that you support a particular point of view—the pro-life point of view—given that BMO wants to remain neutral on controversial issues, why are you not at least as worried that making a large financial contribution to UWO will give the impression you support UWO’s decision to honour the most notorious abortionist in this country—an obviously controversial point of view? 

4. In light of these apparent contradictions, will you consider reversing your decision regarding LifeCanada so as to avoid the appearance of hypocrisy? 

I look forward to your response.

Sincerely, 

Dr. Maurice Vellacott, MP 

Encls.
