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Debt levels
headed for
crisis point

ERIC LAM, PAUL VIEIRA 
AND CARMEN CHAI
Postmedia News

Canadians are carrying far
too much debt relative to
what they earn, and the
problem is only going to get
worse if low interest rates
are maintained over the
next few years, a report
warned yesterday.

Craig Alexander, chief
economist with TD Bank,
estimates about 6.5 per cent
of Canadian households are
financially vulnerable, with
families paying as much as
40 per cent of their income
to service debt.

“Canadian personal
indebtedness has become
excessive,” Alexander said
in the TD Economics report.
“The relentless rise in
household debt in Canada,
both in absolute terms and
relative to personal dispos-
able income, is a growing
cause for concern.”

Bank of Canada gover-
nor Mark Carney echoed
similar thoughts yesterday
in a discussion about the
strength of Canada’s eco-
nomic recovery, which has
been weaker than
expected.

Carney predicted the
pace of consumer-spending
growth to slow as Canadi-
ans confront overstretched
balance sheets. “We are
concerned about levels of
household debt,” he said,
adding legislators and reg-
ulators need to be “vigi-
lant” about keeping con-
sumer borrowing in check. 

“This is a question for
authorities, but the respon-
sibility starts with [the]
individual in ensuring they
are comfortable in servic-
ing those debts in more
normal times. We are still
living in abnormal times.”

Alexander said house-
hold debt as a share of per-
sonal disposable income
has tripled since the 1980s,
to 146 per cent from 50 per

cent, with debt accumula-
tion accelerating at an
alarming rate, especially
since 2007.

Several factors con-
tribute to the increase,
including low and stable
inflation, a stable economy
and job market, and an
increase of two-income
households to foster
income security, resulting
in more confidence in man-
aging a higher debt load.

Adrian Lebar, a 37-year-
old web-development direc-
tor, says debt is a “fact of
life” if Canadian families
want to own homes and
cars. The father of three
makes mortgage payments
of $980 every two weeks
for a $320,000 Toronto home
he purchased last year and
another $300 car payment
each month. He plans to
pay off his debt in the next
25 years if he keeps “trying
to be responsible.”

“We’re working hard for
our house and our car. We
don’t have the latest and
greatest computers or cell-
phones. We tend to cook at
home over eating out and
vacations is probably
where we suffer most,”
Lebar said.

“But debt is by far our
greatest expense. Debt and
a mortgage is just a fact of
life if you want to own a
house at my age. It’s unfor-
tunate that we have this in
Canada,” he said.

Government regulators
need to identify the reasons
for the rise in debt ratios
and should wait until the
economy and housing cycle
firm up before introducing
tougher regulations,
Alexander said.

“The government needs
to proceed with caution on
the regulatory front. Imple-
menting tough new meas-
ures at a time when the econ-
omy is fragile could generate
a hard landing in real estate
and prove counterproduc-
tive,” the report said.

Personal debt will only get worse
with low interest rates, says report
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Gary Sundberg is the head of Mondial Aviation Corporation, an aviation consultant and brokerage operation. His
business has allowed him to travel to some of the most remote regions of the world.
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Problem-solving just part of the
service from Mondial Aviation

ANDREW A. DUFFY
Times Colonist

There are as many reasons
behind career choices as
there are careers.

Gary Sundberg’s inspira-
tion for devoting most of
his life to the aviation field
started with fear and intim-
idation.

At least that’s what
opened the door to the avia-
tion field for the co-founder
and president of Victoria-
based Mondial Aviation, a
company that specializes in
co-ordinating the transport
of cargo and people into
remote and often dangerous
places around the world.

Thirty years ago, Sund-
berg was a 17-year-old oil
rig worker visiting his
brother in Yellowknife and
went to pick up his sibling
after work.

His brother’s supervisor,
a massive Dane who was
clearly not to be trifled
with, told Sundberg in no
uncertain terms that if he
wanted his brother to leave
he should help him load the
aircraft he was working on.

“As I walked back
though the warehouse
[after the load] he said ‘be
here tomorrow morning at
seven.’ I was too scared not
to show up,” Sundberg
recalls with a laugh. 

“I was hired and got
right into it.”

Sundberg, now 47, would
spend 18 years working for
NWT Air doing every job
imaginable from forklift
driver to load master and
everything in between.

“I did pretty much every
job at the airline except for
pilot and maintenance,”
Sundberg said, noting the
business side of the indus-
try always intrigued him
more than the view from
the cockpit. 

“I loved the business
around it,” he said.

The challenge of work-

ing in remote locations and
coming up with solutions to
problems others thought
impossible was a challenge
Sundberg couldn’t resist.

Weaned in cargo and
passenger aircraft, Sund-
berg learned the operations
side of the industry from its
roots and credits that base
of knowledge with allowing
him to pursue the problem-
solving business he runs
now. Mondial’s slogan is
“anything to anywhere.”

That knowledge also
hooked him on an industry
that has since carried him
around the world and
allowed him to build a busi-
ness that is often one of the
first on the call list when
disaster strikes or a mas-
sive load of cargo simply
has to make it to the mid-
dle-of-nowhere on a
moment’s notice.

Mondial has, often on
very short notice, co-ordi-
nated aid flights to disaster
zones like Haiti and the
Cayman Islands and organ-
ized the logistics for cargo
flights to help the recon-
struction effort in war-torn
Afghanistan.

It also remains a staple
in the mining, oil and gas
and exploration business
where a reputation for reli-
ability and quick turn-
around is essential.

The challenge, tight
timelines and the obstacles
are all part of the thrill of
the business, according to
Sundberg.

He recalls the company’s
role in moving 35 million
pounds of cargo that had
been stranded in Yel-
lowknife when the ice road
that connects the city with
the Diavik diamond mine
deteriorated.

“The pressure was on,”
he said. A $50 million con-
tract was in the balance for
one of the companies in the
area that needed the sup-
plies to construct a new

dike. Sundberg had to think
outside the regulations and
rules to solve the problem.
He secured ministerial per-
mission to allow two Russ-
ian aircraft capable of tak-
ing larger loads to operate
in Canada.

“We only had a week to
put the plan together, but it
got done ahead of sched-
ule,” he said.

But the most memorable
project may have been a
locust eradication program
in Senegal.

“We had three days to
get that in order. We were
in Miami on a Friday and on
the ground in Dakar on
Monday,” Sundberg said.
They had to co-ordinate six
Spanish aircraft with six
Spanish-speaking pilots fly-
ing into a French-speaking
country with an Italian
crew working on the eradi-
cation program.

“We had quite the mix of
people.”

Sundberg’s new career
was a natural extension of
the work he had been doing
with NWT Air.

He left the airline in
1998, shortly after it was
purchased by First Air, he
found people were con-
stantly calling for advice  on
how to move their people
and equipment.

“I just thought there’s a
business in this, people
need this,” he said. “They
didn’t know who to turn to.”

Sundberg, who knew the
aircraft, the carriers and
contractors who could
make things happen, put his
experience and problem-
solving abilities on the mar-
ket as Mondial in 2003.

“We like to call it avia-
tion project management,”
he said. 

The company does
everything from operations
planning, brokering aircraft
to logistics co-ordination.

“When we first envi-
sioned it, we wanted to get

involved in rapid response
in remote areas.”

The remote-focus came
from his love of the high
Arctic, and Sundberg soon
realized the skills he honed
working in the north trans-
ferred well when dealing
with the myriad problems
of flying into troubled
areas and certain parts of
Africa.

It also helps when ferry-
ing around Jack Layton,
leader of the federal New
Democratic party. Mondial
first organized the NDP
leader’s 36-day 2004 tour,
and has co-ordinated the
three campaigns since. 

“That really started us
off on the project manage-
ment side,” said Sundberg,
noting the company is also
looking into the film and
sports industries as possi-
ble expansion areas.

But the bread and butter
remains the exploration
market.

“You never know when a
disaster will happen so you
can’t bank or count on
those to keep business
going,” he said.

Mondial is currently at
work on a variety of proj-
ects including one in
Afghanistan he can’t talk
about, bringing drilling
equipment into parts of
Africa and delivering diplo-
matic cargo along B.C.’s
coast.

Sundberg clearly rel-
ishes the fact the job takes
him all over the world,
despite the fact he is con-
stantly on the road.

That’s why he chose Vic-
toria to set up shop and his
home, as he wants to make
the most of his downtime.

“We could have lived
anywhere, but I like Victo-
ria, nothing beats it,” he
said, though he’s the first to
admit that in the aviation
business it does come with
its challenges.

“It does add an extra day
of travel to anything you do
as most business is done in
that eastern corridor, but
it’s well worth it.”
aduffy@timescolonist.com

Company’s motto of “anything to anywhere”
can often mean doing what others think is impossible 

Senate recommends new
pension plan for Canada
Postmedia News

OTTAWA — A new Canada-
wide pension plan should
be created to help bolster
the retirement incomes of
Canadians, especially those
without company pensions,
a bipartisan Senate com-
mittee report recommends.

The report also calls on
the federal government to
allow individuals to make a
lifetime, inflation-adjusted
contribution of $100,000
into a tax-free savings
allowance. This would be in
addition to the current
annual maximum of $5,000.

There is no mention of
the federal government’s
proposal to explore manda-
tory, modest enhancements
to the Canada Pension Plan,
an idea endorsed by
Finance Minister Jim Fla-
herty and the majority of

his provincial counterparts
at a meeting in June.

Instead, the Senate
banking committee —
made up of seven Conserv-
atives and five Liberals —
urged the federal govern-
ment to work with the
provinces and territories to
establish a new voluntary
plan that would allow Cana-
dians to benefit from lower
fees and less risk as part of
a large group.

The report also recom-
mends automatic enrolment
for all workers 18 years of
age and over. Although indi-
viduals would have the
option to withdraw, the
thinking is that most would
not rush to pull out.

Flaherty and his provin-
cial counterparts next meet
in December to assess sup-
port for beefing up the CPP
and other options.


