Frankly Speaking

By Frank Klees, MPP

Newmarket-Aurora

October 24, 2008
Dalton’s Deficit Is His Making : Trouble for York Region

Since 2004, the Ontario Progressive Conservative Party has warned the McGuinty Liberals that rough times were ahead for Ontario's economy. We urged them to prepare for it, but instead they grew more arrogant by the day believing the good times would just keep rolling on. The result is a made in Ontario deficit announced by Mr. McGuinty’s Finance Minister this past Wednesday and the resulting cutbacks on everything from the hiring of nurses to delays in getting important infrastructure projects off the ground. Contrary to the government’s hand-washing and buck-passing, this deficit is the direct result of poor stewardship of the public purse and could have been avoided.
We have cautioned that the fiscal agenda of the McGuinty government of high taxes and increasing regulatory burden would erode Ontario's competitive advantage, and would drive business investment and jobs into neighbouring jurisdictions that offer lower tax rates and a more attractive business environment. We exposed their irresponsible spending such as pouring $400 million of taxpayer dollars into the Windsor casino for renovations, and spending millions of dollars for ministers’ travel expenses and hotel rooms, at a time when long term care homes and hospitals were being under-funded. The Premier and his Finance Minister scoffed when we raised concerns that increasing government spending by 50% and hiring more public sector employees than all other provinces put together could not be sustained and that would be a day of reckoning.
They didn't listen and four years later, over 200,000 well-paying manufacturing jobs have left Ontario, and a $5.6 Billion surplus has turned into a $1.6 Billion deficit in just 6 months. What is most disturbing about the Economic Statement delivered by the Minister of Finance this past week, is that the government continues in denial concerning its mishandling of the province’s finances and shows no sign of changing course. 
There is absolutely no good reason that Ontario should be dealing with a deficit today, and there should be no talk of cutting back on health care funding – especially in high growth areas such as York Region where we are already struggling to cope with underfunding compared to the rest of the province. 
On June 4th this year, with the economy clearly failing, we urged the McGuinty government to hold an emergency debate on the economy and create a new plan to bring jobs back to Ontario. When asked about it then, Dalton McGuinty dismissed the idea. Four months later, the McGuinty Liberals finally heeded our advice and called an emergency debate on the economy last week. But it quickly became clear that the debate was not about working with the Opposition to save Ontario's jobs and develop an action plan for the economy at all. Any objective observer could quickly conclude that this was yet one more exercise in crass, partisan public relations to set the stage for the Economic Statement that would be delivered by the Finance Minister days later.
That Financial Statement should have outlined a positive action plan for Ontario’s economy.

It should have detailed how the government would restrain its own spending and prioritize essential services such as health care and social services. It should have prioritized investments in infrastructure projects that would create employment and economic activity and it should have outlined a real jobs training strategy to benefit the over 200,000 Ontario manufacturing employees who have lost their jobs. And finally, this was the time to announce a commitment to implement the three point plan proposed by the Canadian Federation of Independent Business aimed at creating a more business friendly regulatory structure in the province that would help companies stay in business rather than be forced to close their doors by the heavy-handed approach of government agencies and their enforcers. 
Unfortunately, instead of an economic plan, what we got instead was self-congratulatory rhetoric and more evidence that the McGuinty government has no intention of providing any relief for working families and seniors struggling to cope with the economic turbulence of the day. 

Those watching the proceedings of the legislature will know that I have been calling on the government to strike a non partisan Select Committee of the legislature to deal with the economic challenges we are facing. Only a Select Committee will force the government to open its eyes to the reality and extent of the challenges we are facing and will focus on finding solutions rather than defending a political record. It will also ensure that the government gets the best possible advice for a meaningful and practical Action Plan for Ontario’s Economy. Unfortunately, it appears the Premier will insist on keeping this debate confined to the tightly controlled structure of the legislature’s Standing Committee on Finance which even the Toronto Star calls “a parade of special-interest groups arguing for tax breaks or spending increases in the spring budget – hardly amount to the kind of long-term, comprehensive examination of the province's economic future that is needed. “
In the weeks ahead, I will continue to raise the concerns of  our communities in the legislature as they relate to the  government’s economic policies. I will be particularly focused on the impact of any funding cuts on our health care and social services. And as always, I invite your comments and questions on this or any other issue of interest to you. Please feel free to contact me on my direct line at 416 509 8999 or through my website at www.frankklees.com.
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