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Social groups worried about provincial gloomy economic outlook
Chris Traber 

Ontario’s admission of a record $24.7 billion deficit without a hint of a solution has York Region social service providers anxious and politicians angry.

Following Finance Minister Dwight Duncan’s gloomy economic statement Thursday suggesting Ontarians must await a March budget for answers, those who watchdog or are dependent on receiving provincial dollars reacted quickly.

“The reality is that a lot of us in the social services sector would now be looking forward to no new money,” Krasman Centre executive director Tanya Shute said. “There are two layers to this. We’ll have to do more with less, or the same, while the financial dilemma increases the demand for our services.”

If Ontario throttles back on social service supports , the first cuts would be to the front line, Ms Shute predicts. The Richmond Hill agency serving marginalized residents receives approximately $575,000 annually from the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care.

“Some organizations have union obligations,” she said. “That means staff goes first.”

Until (the government) starts looking at public servant wages, the moral imperative of this is that they have to take the same hit.”

The record deficit and it’s unknown implications causes anxiety among social service providers, Ms Shute said.

“Absolutely,” she said. “We aren’t allowed to shore up reserves or save funds. At best, most us would have two to three months of operating reserve.”

Conservative Newmarket-Aurora MPP Frank Klees said he is aghast that a government can outline a problem without offering a solution.

“The most disturbing comment from the province is that they have no idea how to get their financial house in order,” he said. “It sends the wrong message to every single tax payer, the business community and the entire global community.”

“This does not auger well for Canada, Ontario and York Region. Good stewardship means having a duty to prioritize investments. The (Premier Dalton) McGuinty government has failed the people of Ontario.”

The specter of social service program cuts further jeopardizes those at risk in York Region, Mr. Klees said.

“Priority must be directed to our most vulnerable, children and seniors,” he said. “The government should have prepared a contingency plan.”

The global recession has resulted in a provincial economy that is the same size as it was in 2005,  Ontario Finance Minister Dwight Duncan said in his address to the Legislature. At the same time, he said, the downturn has driven up demand for government services. 

“The economic impact has had a very negative impact on all of us,” Mr. Duncan noted. But while other jurisdictions face similar troubles, he said Ontario faces particular challenges due to its reliance on the auto industry.

Family Service York Region optimizes the $1.2 million received yearly from Ontario, executive director Elisha Laker said. The prospect of diminished dollars inspires dread.

“It’s scary to think what we’ll do when people are already struggling,” he said. “With greater unemployment there’s a higher incidence of domestic violence and abuse. Pulling the plug on funding could be devastating. There will be a human cost.”

The agency served 6,000 clients , including 350 families in 2008, he said.

“Budget cuts would reduce services,” Mr. Laker said. “Just thinking about it takes my breath away.”
