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While Queen’s Park admits it is reviewing fiscal duties, no cash commitment has been made 
By: Sean Pearce 

York Region and its municipalities will have to wait and see if they can reinstate development charges to help fund hospitals.

That’s the message coming from the Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing. 

Restoring charges rescinded in 1998 under the Mike Harris government is one of many funding options to be explored with the release of a provincial municipal fiscal and service delivery review, but until that’s ready, the ministry has little else to say, ministry spokesperson Frances Johnston said.

“Municipal leaders have raised those issues and we are continuing to look into them,” Ms Johnston said. 

“Beyond that, it is part of the review and there won’t be much more to say on the matter until that work is completed.”

The topic of hospital funding has already ignited a great deal of debate after the region’s hospitals requested increasing an existing property tax levy from 2 to 3 per cent and extending it past its 2009 expiry date. If approved, extending and increasing the levy would garner $21 million for hospitals in the first year, increasing to $33 million by 2027.

The region’s hospitals, including a yet-to-be-built facility in Vaughan, estimate they will need more than $2.2 billion over the next 18 years to meet the needs of growth under the province’s mandated Places to Grow Act. 

The extended levy would cost the average homeowner $123 more per year or $2,214 over 18 years.

The town councils of Newmarket and King have officially informed the region an extended and increased levy on taxpayers is unacceptable. 

Their resolutions continue to state the province should step in to give municipalities the tools, such as development charge collection, to help fund hospitals if it is not prepared to provide additional funding.

The region and its municipalities have discussed restoring development charges with the province, but, thus far, are in the very early stages, Regional Councillor John Taylor said, adding getting the dialogue open and achieving a solution on the matter will take some time.

“We just hope they can realize that we can’t work without improved tools, so if the province says they can’t cover these health care costs, then they need to give us the tools to do it,” Mr. Taylor said. “I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea, because I fully support our hospitals, but I recognize that property taxes are the wrong way to do that.”

It’s for that reason Newmarket drafted the resolution to hold the line, with respect to funding, Mr. Taylor said. There really needs to be co-operation between the region and province in the months ahead, he added.

But, not everyone is convinced hospitals can wait that long. 

Vaughan Regional Councillor Joyce Frustaglio has made it clear while hospitals are a provincial obligation, she objected to the idea of asking them to wait for funding.

And hospitals seem to share that view. 

Growth pressures facing hospitals across the region are huge as 36,000 new residents move into the area each year, Southlake Regional Health Centre spokesperson Tammy Larue said.

The point is, Ms Larue said, the entire community has a role to play in funding health care. Hospitals simply can’t wait while the province and municipality banter back and forth about whose responsibility is whose.

“While discussions ensue about where the responsibility for the local share lies, I can guarantee that our wait times will grow, patients will have to travel to Toronto hospitals for advanced treatment and we will not be able to replace outdated equipment,” Ms Larue said. 

“We would like to work with regional council on a plan that will ensure our hospitals can meet health care demands while discussions about health care funding formulas are under way.”

Newmarket-Aurora MPP Frank Klees agreed more needs to be done to help alleviate what he called the “chronic underfunding” of the region’s hospitals and other social services, but said more funding from the province is the answer, not more development charges. 

“I’m concerned, because, to continually add charges to housing is going to put affordable housing out of reach for a great many people. All the builders will do is just pass any new charges along to the consumer,” Mr. Klees said. 

“It’s a back door way of putting it back on the property owners. The answer is not development charges, but to pressure this government to adequately fund health care and social services in this region.”

Representatives from the Health Ministry could not be reached for comment.
