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Debt Retirement Charge Needs Forensic Audit
This column focuses on an issue about which I am receiving an increasing number of calls and emails. The Electricity Bill !

Apart from the fact that rates have increased by some 75 percent since 2003, and the McGuinty government is promising that they will increase by at least another 46 percent over the next five years, and the confusion created by the so-called Smart Meters that track when we're using electricity and tries to tell us when we should be doing laundry and washing dishes - there is a charge on that bill that is calling into question the very integrity of our billing system - and our government. And with good reason. 

The Debt Retirement Charge

For the past eight years, York Region families have seen a charge on their electricity bills amounting to between $67 and $84 a year. It's called the Debt Retirement Charge. Does anyone know what it is ? What debt are we supposed to be retiring ? How big is this debt, how much have we paid off and how long before it's paid off ?

All legitimate questions, but why can't we get answers when those questions are asked of the government ? I and my colleagues in the Official Opposition have been asking those questions and we're not getting any answers. Here is what I CAN tell you:

The Debt Retirement Charge was first introduced to pay off a hydro debt dating back to the 1980's. Known as the residual stranded debt, it was reported to be $7.8 billion in 2002, and it was scheduled to be paid off in 2012. According to the Ontario Electricity Financial Corporation, the amount that Ontario families and businesses have paid in Debt Retirement Charges over the past eight years is - $7.8 billion. That should mean that even with interest charges, this charge should disappear from our bills in this next year. Right ? 

No so ! The McGuinty government first pushed back the repayment date from 2012 to 2014, and has now informed us that they intend to keep the Debt Retirement Charge on electricity bills until as late as 2018. Without explanation, they have repeatedly pushed back the debt repayment date - at a cost to Ontario consumers of about $1 billion per year. Moreover, since July of last year, the government has also applied the HST to the Debt Retirement Charge, netting them an additional $80 million per year. 

You Deserve Full Disclosure and Accountability

This past November, the Official Opposition brought forward a motion in the legislature that called on the McGuinty government to provide full disclosure and accountability for how the Debt Retirement Charge was collected and how those funds were used. Specifically we asked for a full accounting, how much was left outstanding and that this amount be shown on electricity bills. (Can you imagine getting a credit card bill with no balance on it, just an amount to pay each month). And finally, we asked when this debt would be paid off. 

The government voted against this motion and has refused to provide the information that we believe every Ontarian has a right to know. In fact, we are now being told that the Debt Retirement Charge will be on our bills for at least another eight years, without an explanation as to where the money is going. Is it possible that this is an attempt to turn the Debt Retirement Charge into another permanent tax grab ? 

We need to know why the McGuinty government will continue to charge electricity customers - $1 billion a year, plus HST - for a debt that should be paid off next year. You deserve transparency and accountability. 

A Call for a Forensic Audit

That's why I and my colleagues are calling for a forensic audit of the Debt Retirement Charge and the residual stranded debt. I believe that you deserve to know what the McGuinty government is doing with your hard-earned money and how much longer York Region families can expect to see this charge on their already-skyrocketing electricity bills. 

Last week was the one-year anniversary of the $7 billion corporate giveaway to the Korean Samsung wind-energy company, a sweetheart deal hatched in secret by the Minister of Energy - details of which remain hidden from Ontarians. Also last week, it was revealed that the McGuinty government has been paying other jurisdictions like Quebec and the United States, to take Ontario power - to the tune of $1 billion. In other words, our government is forcing us to subsidize foreign energy companies and the cost of electricity in Quebec and jurisdictions in the U.S. through our electricity bills. I trust you agree that the government has to be held accountable for this gross mismanagement. 

Let's see a forensic audit get to the bottom of this mess ! 

As always, I invite your questions, comments and advice through my website at www.frank-klees.on.ca or by calling 905 750 0019. 

