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Klees calls for action on Ornge

By JONATHAN JENKINS QUEEN'S PARK BUREAU

Public hearings are needed on the muddled situation at Ornge, the not-for-profit charity in charge of medical transport in Ontario, Progressive Conservative MPP Frank Klees said Monday.

"Essentially, what the government has given this organization is an absolute monopoly over every aspect of the operations of air ambulance," Klees said.

"There is no oversight. They are basically now an entity unto themselves and the ministry of health has basically abdicated its responsibility."

Ornge's complicated corporate structure has enabled it to shield executive salaries from public view -- although media reports have pegged CEO Dr. Chris Mazza's salary at $1.4 million, which would make him the highest paid civil servant in the province. He went on indefinite medical leave last month after his salary was revealed and the government ordered a team of forensic auditors to look at the situation.

"Ornge welcomes the arrival of the audit team from the ministry of finance and we are fully co-operating with them in an open and transparent manner," Ornge spokesman Gannon Loftus said in a statement.

"As this process unfolds, we will be offering no further comment at this time."

Klees said a more thorough inquiry is needed, preferably through an all-party committee with the power to call witnesses.

"We see something here that is highly inappropriate and we see worst of all a government that has ignored it," Klees said.

"It is up to the premier to direct the minister to ensure the right thing is done."

Health Minister Deb Matthews dismissed the call for hearings.

"The path I've chosen is to send in a forensic audit team in December," Matthews said.

"There are more than 10 members on that team at Ornge on the ground now as we speak.

"I have every confidence that they will find answers to the questions that we have."

Matthews said while she has concerns about Ornge's leadership and its decisions, she has nothing but respect and admiration for the agency's front- line workers and paramedics.

New Democrats backed the Tories' call for hearings.
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