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Our Recommendations 
 

1. TVO should augment its Programming Standards to provide clearer instruction for 
new genres like video games and for multi-platform projects. There is no need for a 
complete re-write. The basic intent of TVO s Programming Standards—responsibility, 
transparency, balance and integrity—are sound and should inform any new sections. 
But the current standards are written mainly to apply to traditional and single use 
projects. Creative formats are changing and this needs to be reflected in the 
Programming Standards. 

 
2. TVO should write its contracts with independent producers to ensure control over 

use of their projects to raise funds for outside organizations. The guiding principle 
should be not to forbid any such use, but to maintain TVO’s editorial policies on 
balance throughout all uses of projects it funds. 

 
3. TVO should not remove its logo from Pipe Trouble. TVO commissioned, managed, 

approved and presented this project. Yet the removal of the logo would be seen as a 
complete repudiation of the independent producer’s work. This would be manifestly 
unfair. We heard from TVO staff that the game creators worked diligently to meet 
TVO’s needs. We were impressed by their talent and their commitment to tell 
honest stories in new ways. 

   
4. TVO removed Pipe Trouble from its web site at the time of the controversy. We do 

not have a recommendation whether the game should be re-instated. We expect 
that TVO will be subject to criticism either way. We do not have the internal 
experience and understanding of the many factors that weigh for or against a re-
instatement. We are confident that the TVO Board and its CEO will make the best 
possible decision for TVO and its audience. 
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Executive Summary 
 
Pipe Trouble is not a game about blowing up pipelines. It is a game about building pipelines. 
To succeed, players must pit their spatial ability and speed against economics, regulations, 
efficiency, the environment and yes, sabotage. The game is designed to make you think, 
and it does. 
 
The game was properly commissioned, at a reasonable cost by TVO. It was appropriately 
overseen by TVO staff. Its content meets TVO’s standards. The game conforms to TVO’s 
digital strategy.  
 
There are flaws. First, the game was approved as a way to promote and enhance the 
themes of the documentary Trouble in the Peace. But the connection with the 
documentary’s real life events was not made clear in the game, resulting in confusion and 
interpretations of the game which were not intended. TVO s Programming Standards 
require clarity and transparency. Second, the decision of the game producers to give part of 
their proceeds to the David Suzuki Foundation positioned the film, for some, as anti-
pipeline. TVO’s Programming Standards require balance. Our recommendations deal with 
those issues. 
 

 
Who We Are 
 
Rita Cugini 
is a Broadcasting and Regulatory Consultant with clients in Canada and the United States. 
Prior to starting her consulting firm, Ms. Cugini served, from 2005 to 2012, as the Canadian 
Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) Ontario Regional 
Commissioner. The CRTC is an independent quasi-judicial public organization that regulates 
and supervises the Canadian broadcasting and telecommunications systems. Prior to her 
CRTC service, Ms. Cugini enjoyed 22 years as a broadcast executive for companies including 
Alliance Atlantis Broadcasting (now Shaw Media) and Rogers Media 
 
 
Trina McQueen O.C. 
is Adjunct Professor in the Arts and Media department of the Schulich School of Business at 
York University. She is a veteran broadcaster and journalist who has been President and 
COO of CTV Inc., founding President of the Discovery Channel, and head of News, Current 
Affairs and Newsworld at the CBC, where she introduced the Corporation’s first series of 
independently produced documentaries. 
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What We Heard 
 
Interviewees described the pitch, approval, and review of the documentary and the game. 
TVO staff and producers agreed that all approval processes had been met, and there was 
full co-operation among the parties. 
 
Interviewees also agreed on the motivation to create the game. 
 
Documentaries are popular, but younger viewers are turning away from television screens, 
missing the opportunities that good documentaries provide to illuminate issues of our 
society. Engaging citizens and making TVO relevant to all citizens of Ontario are important 
goals of TVO. Thus, as TVO develops its digital strategies, it looks for platforms and apps 
that will provide engagement on their own and also enhance documentary viewing on 
television. Pipe Trouble was seen as accomplishing the goal by providing a format (video 
game) that is beloved among the 18 to 34 demographic, and that could engage that group 
in the issues raised in the documentary. Moreover the game could be played on-line, or in 
kiosks strategically placed in universities, malls, bars and other locations. 
 
Some TVO executives noted that Pipe Trouble was the first adult video game commissioned 
by the broadcaster; and described a learning experience that could be helpful in the future. 
For example, more care should have been taken in building a bridge between the 
documentary and the game; and the ethical issues should have been clearer. On the 
question of the bomb, we were told that since bombings were a central issue in the 
documentary, they needed to be part of the game. 
 

Description of the Game 
 
Pipe Trouble is designed to resemble a popular game of several years ago called Pipe Mania. 
In appearance, the game has a retro style with cartoon-like figures and primary colours. 
Players must drag sections of pipe to the scene and fit them around obstacles. The gas 
starts to flow and the player must complete construction before the gas leaks from the 
unattached pipe. If the gas leaks, the player loses and must go back a level. On one side of 
the screen, a pipeline executive demands efficiency and compliance. On the other side, a 
farmer demands complete protection of his property no matter the cost. The player must 
also deal with regulators and environmental activists. At each level, the player is rated on 
how well he satisfies all demands. There are 24 levels. At the higher levels, the speed and 
complexity increase. A saboteur will appear randomly and will set a bomb on the line. If the 
bomb explodes, the player loses the level and must start again. In the intervals between 
levels, a radio broadcast is heard giving news clips about the pipeline and the environment. 
 
We have been through what we believe are all possible levels and scenarios in the game, so 

we are able to speak about it with confidence. 
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The Background 
 
In 2011, TVO was a partner in funding a documentary film, Trouble in the Peace. The setting 
of the film was Dawson Creek B.C. The story was the 2008/09 controversy in that town and 
the surrounding agricultural area over gas pipeline construction. Some residents feared that 
the pipelines were a danger to their environment and their health. Others welcomed the 
pipelines for their economic benefits when many family farms were no longer viable. 
The issue divided the community especially when a series of small bombs were set off near 
the pipelines. In the film, one resident responds to the division and the violence by 
preserving as art what he considers evidence of the struggle. 
 
After completion of the film an encounter between the director and the game producer led 
to a proposal for a video game linked to Trouble in the Peace. The game was pitched to TVO 
and eventually TVO provided $10,000 in funding. The rest of the game’s cost was provided 
by OMDC ($45,770) and the private sector Bell Fund ($44,000).  
 
All three agencies reviewed a detailed proposal for the game. Each decided that the game 
met their agency’s criteria and each approved it. TVO executives monitored the game 
throughout production. The game producer was responsive to their suggestions and several 
changes were made amicably.  
 
The game was available through TVO’s web site, through iTunes and through the specially 
constructed kiosks which could be moved to areas where the documentary was being 
shown in theatres or other venues. 
 
The documentary was aired on TVO on March 13 with the game on the website. The game 
generated a storm of public, media and political controversy. On March 22, TVO removed 
the game from its website and commissioned our review. 
 

Media and Public Response 
 
It started quietly. Trouble in the Peace premiered at two of Toronto’s theatres in early 
March. The documentary was reviewed, mostly in niche media, and some reviews 
mentioned the game. This was the report from Andrew Parker in “Dork Shelf”. 
 

“[Trouble in the Peace] comes tied to a pretty entertaining video game called “Pipe 
Trouble”… it’s a fun and thoughtful, old school style game ... but it is also pretty 
removed from the film, both stylistically and thematically. Overall, though, the game 
might have the advantage in being more effective…” 
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This was typical of other favourable assessments. Pipe Trouble seemed to have a bright 
future. 
 
On March 13, TVO aired the documentary and put Pipe Trouble on its website. The game 
had 11 days to live. 
 
A Toronto Sun article started the backlash, reporting that public money was being spent on 
a game featuring pipeline bombings. The report spread quickly. The combination of “public 
money” and “pipeline bomb video game” proved irresistible to editors. Across the country, 
print, radio, television and on-line jumped on the story. “Ontario taxpayers on the hook for 
pipeline bomb game” was one headline. A columnist wrote “so now the brave new 
government of Kathleen Wynne is funding a violent video game that encourages players to 
blow up a pipeline.” An Alberta columnist warned that “eco-terrorism against pipelines is 
not a game in the West the way it seems to be for some smug public sector cultural elitists 
in Ontario.” Reporters demanded comments from Alberta Premier Allison Redford, B.C. 
Premier Christy Clark and Ontario Premier Kathleen Wynne. Premier Redford called it 
“disappointing”; Premier Clark said a taxpayer funded game and organization should not 
depict the blowing up of pipelines. Premier Wynne said it sounded disturbing and 
committed to find more information. On comments sites related to the dispute, writers 
posted demands to defund TVO. Overall, the controversy probably attracted more media 
attention than any TVO content in the last decade. It was not clear whether every journalist 
had had time to actually play the game. 
 
As time went on, reporters and columnists dug deeper and the coverage became more 
even-handed. An editorial in the Edmonton Journal called the controversy “overblown” and 
said: “Pipe Trouble no more promotes eco-terrorism than a game of Pac Man promotes the 
consumption of cherries.” In the Financial Post, Daniel Kazor wrote that there is an illiteracy 
and ignorance about gaming that allowed a “tone deaf political rhetoric” to surround the 
story. His opinion, and he has played the game: “the game isn’t taking a particularly pro or 
anti-pipeline stance. It is just trying to get gamers to think about the issues involved”. 
 
Although the coverage was so widespread, fewer than 100 people contacted TVO on the 
game through phone calls, letters and emails. A large majority of the comments were 
negative, some extremely negative. Three issues dominated. The first by far was anger at 
the donation to the David Suzuki Foundation (although TVO had nothing to do with that). 
The second was concern that the game was biased against the energy industry. The third 
was the bombing. In many of the communications, the content was referred to as the video 
making it difficult to decide whether the viewer was addressing the documentary or the 
game. 
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TVO and Video Games 
 
Canada is a leading producer of video games, ranking third in the world. The Canadian video 
game industry generates more than $1.7 billion dollars in annual revenue; and provides 
about 17,000 well paid and creative jobs: a good proportion of them in Ontario. In fact, 
Ontario has provided generous incentives to video game makers, seeing them as a growing 
part of an innovation economy. There is widespread use of video games: about 47 per cent 
of families own a game console. Ontario colleges and universities are providing learning in 
video game theory and production. Video games are increasingly used as education tools, 
and TVO has provided many high quality educational and curriculum related games for 
children. 
 
In recent years, attention has turned to providing educational and ethical games for young 
adults: games which encourage high standards of citizenship and social action. Respected 
foundations like MacArthur and Pew are funding the creation of video games that stir 
curiosity and inspire empathy. The nonprofit “Games for Change” group includes on its 
advisory group academics from Carnegie Mellon University, the Woodrow Wilson 
International Centre for Scholars, and New York University. 
 
Canada has had a long tradition of excellence in documentary making and TVO is regarded 
as an important partner by today’s documentary community. As young adults turn away 
from the television screen, documentary makers are looking for new ways to produce the 
investigation and illumination that great documentaries provide. 
 
It seems appropriate that TVO, committed to both documentaries and to digital formats, 
might consider the ways in which documentaries and ethical games can nourish each other. 
It also seems appropriate that in a province where video games are seen as interesting 
economically, that TVO provide some platforms and attention for video games. Although 
TVO’s first dip into young adult video games must seem like Lake Ontario in late May, we all 
know that after the first shock, it starts to feel comfortable. 
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Conclusions 
 

1. Pipe Trouble does not support, glamourize or advocate violence in any way 

• No human being is hurt in any way during the game. 

• The player cannot use violence to achieve victory in the game, as he has no 
ability to deploy or control the bomb, which appears randomly. 

• The bomber never achieves his objective of stopping the pipeline. 

• The depiction of the bombing is restrained and not gratuitous. 

 
2. Pipe Trouble’s depiction of characters is not flattering, but it is balanced 

Pipe Trouble is not a piece of journalism. It is a video game with the common 
attributes of this genre. There is lots of noise and lots of action. The characters are 
cartoons. The pipeline company manager is an irascible old coot, issuing a stream of 
orders to get his pipeline built (and to comply with regulations). The farmer is a 
grumpy guy constantly annoyed by the construction and demanding costly changes. 
The environmental activists jump up and down with placards, squeaking like angry 
squirrels. A regulator bursts into the game with inexplicable fines and injunctions. In 
short, this is not a battle between good and evil. There is danger. But in general, 
there are members of a community with different interests. The game player is 
intended to realize that success will be achieved only when each group takes into 
account the interests of the others. But this point is made not with fact-filled 
lectures or expert interviews. The player makes it for himself while enjoying the 
game as a piece of entertainment. 

Hard information is provided, however, in a series of short news-like radio clips 
between game levels. There are 48 of these clips. Half present arguments for 
pipeline construction. The other half present concerns about pipeline construction. 

Here are examples of news clips: 
 

A. Residents are asking the provincial government for new regulations on 
natural gas pipelines. They are concerned about accident prevention and 
environmental damage. 
 

B. The industry maintains its pipelines pose little risk. It points to state-of-the-
art safety features and rigorous construction standards as measures taken to 
prevent accidents. 
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A. Some First Nations leaders say they will not allow a natural gas pipeline to 
proceed through their land. They say protecting the environment is more 
important than the economy. 
 

B. Some First Nations have embraced natural gas pipelines as a source of 
economic development. They note that gas pipelines pose far less threat of 
ecological damage than oil. 
 

A. Local activists say a proposed natural gas pipeline will make climate change 
worse. They say natural gas production is a major emitter of methane, a 
powerful greenhouse gas. 
 

B. A proposed natural gas pipeline could transform the regional economy. The 
industry promises that thousands of construction jobs and dozens of 
permanent jobs will be created. 
 

3. Pipe Trouble’s content does not, in itself, violate TVO s Programming Standards. 
However the way in which it was offered is confusing, and therefore not in full 
compliance with those Standards. 

TVO offered the game as an enhancement of the documentary. However, as the 
reviewer quoted above remarked, the game and the documentary are only 
tangentially related. The central characters of the documentary and the game are 
not at all similar. Nor are the storylines. The radio scripts sometimes refer to 
incidents in the documentary that are not in the game. We were told the bomb was 
in the game because it was in the documentary. But many incidents in the 
documentary are not in the game. It’s confusing. TVO’s Programming Standards 
require programming to “provide appropriate labels, disclaimers, updates or other 
information so that the public plainly understands what it is seeing.” This was not 
carried out in an appropriate manner. It could have been. 
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Appendix A: Reference Materials 

 Canadian Broadcasting Act 

 TVO Programming Standards 

 TVO CRTC license 

 TVO executive speeches on its digital strategy 

 Agreement between TVO and Pop Sandbox Productions Inc. (game producer) 

 Agreement between TVO and Six Island Productions (Peace) Inc. (producer of the 
documentary Trouble in the Peace) 

 Bell Broadcast and New Media Fund Guidelines 

 Canada Media Fund (CMF) Performance Envelope Program Guidelines 

 Ontario Media Development Corporation (OMDC) Guidelines 

 Application to Bell Fund submitted by Pop Sandbox Productions Inc. 

 Link to the documentary Trouble in the Peace 

 Download of the game Pipe Trouble 

 Link to interview with Games for Change expert Gabriel Zichermann 

 

Appendix B:  Correspondence 

 Letter from TVO to Minister Sandals, Minister of Education 

 Letters from the Canadian Energy Pipeline Association and from Enbridge Gas 
Distribution to Minister Sandals and Minister Chan, Minister of Tourism Culture and 
Sport 

 Letters from the Documentary Organization of Canada 

 Letters, emails, phone calls to TVO from members of the public 

 

Appendix C:  Interviews 

 Paul Scherzer, Producer, Six Island Productions (Trouble in the Peace) 

 Alex Jansen, Producer/Director, Pop Sandbox Productions (Pipe Trouble) 

 Christine McGlade, former Manager, TVO.org 

 Jane Jankovic, Supervising Producer, TVO 

 Nancy Chapelle, Managing Director, Content and Programming, TVO 

 Lisa de Wilde, Chief Executive Officer, TVO 


