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I
T is well known whatever govern-
ment does — even the obvious, 
much-needed and totally justified 

things — someone will be unhappy 
about it. We need look no further for 
proof than Manitoba’s recent efforts to 
combat the black market for catalytic 
converters.

On Monday, Justice Minister Kelvin 
Goertzen confirmed new regulations 
to force dealers in auto parts, scrap 
metal and metal recycling to collect 
more information from anyone selling 
a catalytic converter.

Now, anyone purchasing a catalytic 
converter will have to photograph the 
seller, the vehicle they are using, their 

photo identification and details of how 
they came to own the exhaust emission 
control device.

The theory is asking for sellers to 
fully identify themselves or prove own-
ership will make it harder for thieves 
to sell stolen converters, thus curbing 
such criminal efforts.

That’s not how a couple of local busi-
nesses quoted in a Free Press story see 
things. A scrap dealer and a recycling 
operation both complained about the 
additional paperwork required to meet 
the terms of the new regulations.

They said it wasn’t likely any of these 
new rules were going to cut down on 
catalytic converter thefts. “It’s a knee-
jerk reaction to the situation,” said one.

But is it really?
Manitoba is only following the lead 

of jurisdictions around North America. 
The province is also well within the 
best practices recommended by insur-
ance companies that, after all, end up 
paying out on claims when the devices 
are hacked off the undercarriage of 
insured vehicles.

As is the case with most property 
crimes, the epidemic of catalytic 
converter thefts is prompted by trends 
that extend well beyond provincial bor-

ders. Thieves all over the world have 
been targeting the emissions-scrubbing 
part for years, driven by a number of 
factors.

First, as more jurisdictions invoke 
restrictions on automotive emissions, 
more cars are required to have a 
catalytic converter. Some, in fact, have 
more than one. So, until electrified 
vehicles become the norm, there are 
more catalytic converters available for 
people to steal.

Second, these devices contain small 
amounts of rhodium and palladium, 
precious metals that are also key ele-
ments in the manufacture of new-gen-
eration batteries for the aforemen-
tioned EVs.

Palladium is currently selling at 
about $2,500 per ounce, up from $700 
five years ago; rhodium is selling at 
$15,000/oz, up from $640 five years go.

These prices make the recycling of 
catalytic converters and the reclama-
tion of precious metals within a lucra-
tive business. That makes the theft of 
these devices a lucrative business.

The number of catalytic converter 
thefts recorded by Manitoba Public In-
surance in 2021 was 1,564, up from 336 
the year before. So far this year, more 

than 1,200 thefts have been logged — a 
pace which speaks to yet another du-
bious record of achievement by thieves.

However, in order for the thieves to 
get paid (city police believe up to $300 
per device) they have to find a willing 
partner in the automotive and metal 
recycling industry. That’s where these 
regulations are pointed.

Given the process needed to extract 
the precious metals, there is little 
doubt some of Manitoba’s metal recy-
cling companies are involved in buying 
black market catalytic converters.

Last month, Winnipeg police raided 
an auto parts business in the Rural Mu-
nicipality of Springfield and charged 
three men with possession of property 
obtained by crime (catalytic convert-
ers). It was not clear, however, whether 
this business was also recycling the 
devices or selling them to a third party. 
No other charges have yet been laid.

Auto parts and metal yards and 
recyclers that generally uphold the law 
and resist the temptation to buy stolen 
devices may feel inconvenienced by 
the additional paperwork required un-
der the new Manitoba regulations, but 
they are hardly a “knee-jerk” response 
by government.

A black market for these devices can 
only exist if someone knowledgeable in 
metal recycling is willing to buy them.

George Shea, owner of Direct Auto 
Parts in St. François Xavier and 
spokesman for the Automotive Recy-
clers of Manitoba, said the additional 
documentation is not really that oner-
ous when you consider the extent of the 
problem. Although there are entirely 
legitimate reasons why someone would 
want to sell a catalytic converter — 
ones harvested from legally purchased 
wrecks, for example — there is a lot of 
devices floating around, the source of 
which is impossible to identify.

Ultimately, the solution is for auto 
parts and recycling companies to just 
say no unless they are buying from 
reputable, established auto salvage 
businesses.

“I’ve got guys in here all the time 
trying to sell (catalytic converters),” 
said Shea. “We just tell them, ‘No, we 
don’t deal in catalytic converters’ from 
people we don’t know.”

dan.lett@freepress.mb.ca

Despite criticism, catalytic-converter plan is right on trend
DAN LETT
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N
EW satellite dishes are Fron-
tier School Division’s solution 
to the digital divide in rural and 

remote classrooms across northern 
Manitoba — a long-standing issue that 
became even more dire at the start of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

One year ago, the division, which 
oversees the education of roughly 6,700 
students — many of whom live in com-
munities where internet access is un-
reliable or doesn’t exist — officially 
installed its first Starlink saucer and 
connected to the accompanying net-
work.

Sixteen schools can now access the in-
ternet via the up-and-coming aerospace 
technology.

“It creates a level of digital litera-
cy that we didn’t have before. It opens 
up the door for learning and teaching 
strategies that we didn’t have access to 
before, and it allows for a different way 
of communicating,” said chief superin-
tendent Reg Klassen.

“What it really means is that our 
schools are a lot less isolated.”

Starlink is a new broadband satellite 
internet network that can beam web ac-
cess to customers who live anywhere in 
the world and cannot easily access con-
ventional internet providers, be it due to 
their remote location or otherwise.

What sets the service apart from tra-

ditional satellites is how close its space-
craft are to the planet’s surface — an al-
titude of approximately 550 kilometres, 
in comparison to nearly 36,000 kilome-
tres — and as a result, how quickly they 
can transmit information.

SpaceX, one of technology mogul 
Elon Musk’s companies, began launch-
ing satellites into what is known as “low 
Earth orbit” to create Starlink in 2019.

Soon after, Frontier leaders started 
researching how they could take advan-
tage of the low latency system the com-
pany boasted about.

Being the largest geographical school 
division in Manitoba, Frontier uses a 
patchwork of solutions to address vary-
ing connectivity levels in Brochet, Red 
Sucker Lake and dozens of other com-
munities. Residents and workers north 
of the 53rd parallel rely on a mix of tra-
ditional satellites, fibre-optic cable and 
dial-up internet, among other options, 
all of which offer a range in quality.

As a result, simple tasks school ad-
ministrators in Winnipeg have long tak-
en for granted, such as sharing daily at-
tendance data with a division office, are 
major challenges in northern Manitoba 
due to slow upload speeds, Klassen said.

The chief superintendent said it has 
not been uncommon for a principal 
to wait 10 or 15 minutes to simply log 
into their email or for schools to have 
to block internet access to their entire 
community so a single employee can 
upload academic information.

In K-12 buildings that have a Starlink 
dish installed on a roof, internet users 
are able to access roughly 150 mega-
bits per second (Mbps) during a week-
day. Their previous setups allowed for 
between one and four Mbps, with rare 
spikes providing up to 15 Mbps.

“It changes a whole lot. It allows us 
to get closer to what’s happening in 
southern Manitoba or even Winnipeg 
in schools, in terms of the internet. It 
doesn’t put us there, but it allows us 
to move closer,” said Klassen, noting 
teachers are suddenly able to screen 
educational videos without issue and as-
sign online research tasks that can be 
completed in real time.

The switch also allows for divi-
sion-wide meetings to be held via video 
conferencing and educators to engage 
in professional development virtually 
so they do not have to make costly trav-
el plans, he added.

Citing the success throughout 2021-
22, division leaders plan to end their 
contracts with Xplornet and roll out 
Starlink to three-quarters of Frontier’s 
approximately 40 schools. The remain-
ing buildings have adequate access at 
present.

The price tag is high, but Klassen said 
it is a necessary cost and will only be 
slightly more expensive than Xplornet 
due to the frequent overages that Fron-
tier has paid in the past.

“This is going to tie them over for a 
while. Is it part of the solution? Proba-

bly, yes. But the only solution? No. It’s 
still satellite. It’s weather susceptible. 
There are some tech issues,” said Joel 
Templeman, executive director of the 
Manitoba chapter of the Internet Soci-
ety.

The international advocacy organiza-
tion, whose mission is to support the de-
velopment of the internet to enrich lives 
and better society as an open, secure 
and trustworthy resource accessible 
to all, has concerns about Starlink be-
cause it’s so new.

Templeman said there are worries 
about how low-Earth-orbit satellites will 
be regulated in space and the future of 
old, broken and lost vessels.

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, 
inconsistent internet and slow speeds 
have made e-learning from home a 
challenge — if not impossible, for the 
majority of students in Frontier. While 

the division’s latest investment will 
not address communitywide issues, it 
significantly improves access inside 
schools.

The chief executive officer at Tech 
Manitoba said the pandemic has been 
a “tipping point” for many Manitobans, 
including cabin owners who want to 
work remotely by the lake, to sign up 
for Starlink.

While calling it “an incredible re-
source,” Kelly Fournel noted Canadian 
governments’ failures to invest in inter-
net infrastructure has resulted in Mani-
tobans buying an American product.

“It’s really important that (internet 
access) is no longer seen as something 
that is nice to have,” Fournel said. “Con-
nectivity really equals quality of life.”

maggie.macintosh@freepress.mb.ca
Twitter: @macintoshmaggie

Getting connected 
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Northern schools switch to Musk’s internet technology

NOT (QUITE)  
100 DEGREES, 
BUT 100 YEARS 
Despite a high that 
topped 30 C, lead artist 
and St. James resident 
Jen Mosienko (front) and 
artist Morgan Biggs near 
completion of their mural 
celebrating the neighbour-
hood’s centenary — one 
year delayed by COVID but 
all the more heartfelt for it. 
The mural at 1741 Portage 
Ave. , near King Edward 
St., uses an old postcard-
style in which each of the 
letters of ‘St. James’ is used 
to depict a highlight of the 
municipality, established 
in 1921.
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SUPPLIED

San Antonio School in Bissett, Man. was among the first in the Frontier School Division to 
install a Starlink satellite dish to improve internet service for the learning community.


