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Construction biz gets hammered

Provincial tax hike may be industry's death knell

By LINDA LEATHERDALE, TORONTO SUN

These are my heroes. 

Lean, mean gutsy Main Street entrepreneurs who I bet will steer us out of this mess -- while on Bay Street and Wall Street corporate thugs have stolen all the money, after regulators turned a blind eye as the biggest fraud was perpetuated on the people of the world. 

And sadly, while corporate leaders get bailed out with the people's tax dollars, it's small-business owners who suffer as our economy sinks into a severe recession, credit dries up, retirement portfolios evaporates into thin air and shell-shocked, cash-strapped consumers stop buying. 

This is a time for all politicians to come together and support entrepreneurs -- not nail the coffin shut. 

Well, Dalton McGuinty's Liberals have a history of lies. And here we go again: 

Premier McGuinty promised no new taxes or fees when he unveils his long-awaited economic statement this week, and his Finance Minister Dwight Duncan promised Ontario will not abandon the business community. 

Well explain this: 

Just as Canada celebrates Small Business Week, McGuinty's Labour Minister Peter Fonseca announces he'll introduce a bill that, if passed, will hike taxes and perhaps sound the death knell for Ontario's construction sector. 

Fonseca wants all independent contractors, operators, directors and officers to start paying workers compensation premiums -- a move that could cost small operators $11,000 a year. 

"The only thing this will do is penalize the above-ground operators and increase the monopoly of WSIB (Workplace Safety and Insurance Board)," warned Judith Andrew, vice-president of the Canadian Federation of Independent Business (CFIB). 

She also lashed out at McGuinty for violating a commitment made to the CFIB during the last provincial election and doing it "in an extraordinarily devious way." 

And while self-employed workers are expected to cough up for a new payroll tax, WSIB's CEO takes home a paycheque worth almost $400,000 a year. 

Small businesses also face higher property tax bills, after McGuinty broke his promise and removed caps, while cash-strapped municipalities use property taxes to suck in more revenue. The CFIB, though, applauds McGuinty for speeding up the seven-year cut in business education taxes in northern Ontario -- now a ghost-town of lost forestry jobs. 

Then there's his recycling fees for electronics and computers, talk of a new $4 fee on tires, and on and on -- while he handed the keys to the tax cookie jar to Toronto Mayor David Miller, who's come up with many ways to tax, including his new municipal land transfer tax. 

And what a stupid move this is: 

At a time when manufacturers are going belly up with layoffs hitting over 200,000 and many businesses struggling to stay afloat -- McGuinty is allowing a 12% hike in Ontario's gouging hydro rates, which many small operators will pay. 

When criticized he's killing our golden goose, McGuinty stands behind his $1.5 billion Skills to Jobs Action Plan, that offers financial help and retraining for struggling companies that qualify. 

But Tory MPP Frank Klees argues his plan is crippled by complicated applications to access programs, expensive and repeated audits and lengthy delays. 

He cites an example of a small Aurora automotive manufacturer in his riding, squeezed by the credit crunch and desperately in need of help. This firm applied, was told it qualified -- but months went by and no money. Klees said it wasn't until he complained in the House, that finally the cheque arrived. 

Klees also complained government agencies and their staff are hurting small businesses by "slapping them with orders, fines and penalties that will force them out of business." 

In a letter, several business owners in Klees' riding complained, "regulations continue to multiply, imposing ridiculous cost and use of time on small business." 

Bottom line is, while provinces across the country are cutting corporate taxes, Ontario's rate remains stubbornly high at 14% and the tax rate on new business investment stands at 30.7% -- the highest in the country. 

McGuinty did simplify tax administration rules in the last budget, and is rebating the capital tax on manufacturing, retroactive to Jan 1, 2007. But more must be done. 

Klees said it's time for a new economic committee with no political stripes to visit our hardest hit communities to come up with solutions. 

The U.S. is sliding fast into a severe recession and analysts warn Ontario isn't far behind. Let's help my heroes, before it's too late.

