Frank Klees, MPP Remarks at Today’s Press Conference

ORNGE 

January 9, 2012

Our objective today is twofold: 

First, to ensure that the McGuinty government is held accountable for its failure to exercise proper oversight of Ontario's Air Ambulance services, and for allowing  public health care dollars to be used to subsidize a web of private businesses, while allowing the level of service to patients to deteriorate.  

Second, we want to put the Management and the Directors of Ornge and its several for- profit affiliated companies that have been spawned through the cross-subsidization of public health care dollars, on notice, that we will be taking every step available to us to expose what we believe has been nothing short of a breach of trust by an organization that was entrusted to deliver Ontario's air ambulance services. 

Since we first raised concerns about the business practices of Ornge in April last year, we have heard from numerous past and current employees and contractors of Ornge, who have provided information concerning questionable business practices that have resulted in the leveraging of public healthcare funding to the benefit of a growing empire of private sector companies, while the standards and quality of air ambulance services in our province is eroding.   

With regard to the recent claims by the Minister of Health that she was not aware that there were problems at Ornge, nothing could be further from the truth. 

In fact, the Minister was warned about the questionable business practices at Ornge and the lack of accountability and oversight of this organization on three separate occasions in the legislature - on April 5th, April 13 and again on the 21st of April . 

Rather than act on the information we provided, and the warnings that public health dollars were subsidizing the empire-building that was going on under the cover of Ontario's public air ambulance service, the Premier, the Minister of Health and the Minister of Finance insisted that Ornge was in full compliance with its accountability agreement with the Ministry of Health. 

Nothing could be further from the truth.

The fact is, stakeholders have made numerous attempts to alert the government to the fact that Ornge was not meeting its obligations as set out in its agreement with the ministry of health, and were ignored. 
As early as July 2008, MPP Michael Gravel forwarded a letter of concern to the then Minister of Health Caplan, who dismissed the concerns raised by simply referring the complainants back to Ornge. 

Contrary to the insistence of the Premier, the Minister of Finance and the Minister of Health that all is well, the fact is that the government has received numerous warnings that standards of service were being compromised and that public health care dollars were being leveraged to spawn a web of private companies whose Boards are populated with individuals who should have known better than to allow such an abuse of public funds.   

In addition to ignoring our call for an investigation months ago, the government’s successive ministers ignored letters from stake-holders who provided first-hand information about questionable business practices that were becoming common practice at Ornge.

Following the government's refusal to act on our concerns regarding Ornge in April of last year, I met with the Auditor General and conveyed to him copies of the letters, emails and notes of meetings with present and past employees of Ornge. I am continuing to pass along information as I receive it.   I was encouraged to learn that his investigation continues and I'm confidant that while the government may have turned a blind eye to our warning, it won't be able to ignore the Auditor General's report when it's released. 

One of those letters was sent to the Minister of Health on May 4, 2011 by the Ontario Air transport Association. 

This letter lists numerous examples of how Ornge has failed to meet the terms of its agreement with the Minister of Health.  
As recently as this past week, individuals have come forward with first-hand information concerning both the business practices at Ornge and a continuing erosion of standards of service. 

As the information we've been given is highly sensitive, we're consulting on the most appropriate way and timing to make that information public. 

Suffice it to say, that we consider the circumstances at Ornge to be serious and are calling on the Minister of Health to direct Ornge not to proceed with any of its planned reorganization pending the release of this information, the several investigations that have been ordered and the results of the Auditor General's report.

ALTERNATIVE:

As the information we've been given is highly sensitive, we're consulting on the most appropriate way to make that information public, with a view to protecting the sources of that information from recrimination and to ensure the integrity of the information itself. 

Suffice it to say, that we consider the circumstances at Ornge very serious and based on the government's track record of ignoring what are clearly breaches of its Agreement with Ornge, we do not have confidence that the minister will take the steps necessary to restore confidence in Ontario's Air Ambulance services. 

That's why we are calling on the Premier today to do two things: 

First, direct the minister to suspend any further restructuring and organizational changes that are planned by Ornge and immediately install an oversight team at Ornge pending the outcome of the several investigations taking place, including the tabling of the Auditor General's report on Ornge. 

Second, we are calling on the government to strike an All-Party Select Committee with the authority to call witnesses for the purpose of getting to the bottom of what has been going on in this organization.

The government should not be providing cover for an organization that has lost the confidence of the public, health care stakeholders and has so clearly breached its agreement with the government. 
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