Frankly Speaking

July 18, 2010
The Eco-Fee Fiasco  

Just when we thought we knew how much more it would cost us to check out at the cash register because of the HST, we get whacked with another McGuinty tax in the form of the Eco Fee. What is especially offensive about this new tax, is that there was no warning that it was scheduled to show up on your bill on the same day as the new 13% HST.  Apparently we were expected not to notice the new “fee” that started to be slapped on more than 9,000 household items on everything from matches to hand sanitizers and aerosol products such as shaving cream and asthma inhalers.  And to add to the insult, shoppers don’t find out how much the fee is until their items are keyed in at the check-out counter.

Although this Eco-Fee was first conceived in 2008 as a way to fund the disposal of hazardous waste material and to keep discards out of landfill, the reason that it has caused such a firestorm of protest from the public now, is that as of July 1st, thousands of products that were not included before started to be taxed, and for the first time, consumers started to see it on their bills for those items. Consumers have every right to be angry on a number of fronts, starting with the McGuinty government for its mishandling of this issue. 

First, to allow this new tax to be imposed at a time when consumers are already reeling from having to pay the additional 13% HST tax on everything from gasoline to haircuts, shows a blatant disregard for the many people in this province who are already having a hard time making ends meet.  This tax should have been cancelled, and at the very least deferred until our economy is on a more solid footing.

Second, for the McGuinty government to claim it is not responsible, and for the Minister of Environment to run for cover by slamming Stewardship Ontario, is not only disingenuous it is outright dishonest.  The minister was made aware that there were serious problems brewing at Stewardship Ontario and the administration of this program as far back as May 2009.  At that time, I wrote a letter to the Minister of Finance pointing out that concerns had been brought to my attention regarding the lack of direction about how the eco-fees were to be assessed and how they were expected to be charged out. That letter was referred to the Environment Minister who ignored the warning.  This week the same minister claimed he knew nothing about the mismanagement at his own agency and self-righteously demanded an audit and compliance program to police retailers.  Two senior ministers were made aware that this was a program in trouble, yet chose to do nothing. 

We all care about the environment and support policies that encourage the reduction of waste, but this latest Eco-Fee fiasco is a failure and misses the mark.  In fact, I believe that if an Eco-Fee is to be assessed, it should be charged to the manufacturer who may then be motivated to use more environmentally-friendly packaging, but don’t keep laying more costs on to the consumer. 
As always, I welcome your comments on this or any other issue. Please contact me at www.frankklees.com or call me at 416 509 8999. 
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