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AUTISM TREATMENT

Mr. Frank Klees (Oak Ridges): My question is to the Premier. Families of autistic children from across the province gathered in front of the Legislature today to send you a message. The message was that they're appealing to you to keep a promise you made to them and to hundreds of families across the province in September 2003 that if you were elected Premier you would "support extending autism treatment beyond the age of six."

Some of those parents are here in the galleries today. Others are watching from across the province. They want to know from their Premier, first of all, will you stand in your place and admit that you made that promise, and second, will you keep it?

Hon. Dalton McGuinty (Premier, Minister of Research and Innovation): Let me say that I'm very proud of the progress we've been able to make to date with respect to increasing the number of services available for children with autism and their families. We have made this particular issue a priority since we first earned the privilege of serving Ontarians as their government. We've increased investment so that we can reach more children; 36% more children are receiving service so far. We're hiring more therapists for younger children. In fact, we hired 110 new therapists in the last year and we're now expanding capacity so that we can train more. Beyond that, we have created a new program for school-age children that has been embraced by every school board. Teachers and education assistants have access to 170 new autism spectrum disorder consultants to help them support students in the classroom. We haven't done as much as we would like, but I can tell you we are making progress and will continue to make progress to help out families with children who are affected by autism.
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Mr. Klees: The Premier is not answering the question, which is to admit that he made the promise and commit that he would keep the promise. Premier, you must realize that not only have you not kept your promise, but you've instructed your Attorney General to appeal a court decision that directs your Minister of Education to provide treatment and support for autistic children. All the data you quote to us is not helping these parents in the gallery or the autistic children across the province who need help today.

Premier, will you stand in your place and tell these parents that you will first of all direct your Attorney General to cease and desist from this appeal, and instruct your Minister of Education and your minister responsible for children to come to the support of these children, just as you promised?

Hon. Mr. McGuinty: To the Attorney General.

Hon. Michael Bryant (Attorney General): I want to address the question about the appeal in a second, but I just want to make clear that this Premier does not instruct any crown attorney or any Attorney General about the position we take before the courts. That is not an appropriate role to play, because that would be politicizing the decisions made by the independent crowns and courts. I understand that members of the other side know that.

Hon. Mr. Bryant: We are before the courts to defend the ability of this Legislature and the government to provide the best services we possibly can for autistic children and their families, period. We say it is the government and the Legislature that are in the best position to provide those services, and not counsel and courts to make those decisions on an individual basis. We feel that that is in the best interests of the public. We feel that is in the public interest. It was in the name of that, because we felt so strongly about that issue, that not only did we appeal the decision but we took the extraordinary step of offering and paying for the costs of the appeal for the respondent families in advance of the appeal taking place.
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