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According to the parliamentary budget officer, there are about 1,000 

infrastructure stimulus projects across the country that will not be completed 

by March 2010. These are part of the federal government’s multi-billion-dollar 

“Economic Action Plan.” The federal finance minister says he does not want 

to provide further funding after this arbitrary deadline. 

In total, these projects represent nearly $1 billion in federal, provincial and 

municipal stimulus spending. They are currently providing thousands of 

construction, supplier and allied jobs in hundreds of communities. This is 

employment that will continue to be needed in an economy that is showing 

serious signs of slowing down. 

These infrastructure projects range from a few miles of road repair to multi-

million-dollar recreation centres. The reasons for the delays are as varied as 

the projects themselves — widespread flooding, design and soil problems, 

lengthy environmental approvals and so on. 

The most prevalent reason is that many were not “shovel ready” when they 

were approved. At that time, the Harper government and its provincial 

partners were anxious to show Canadians how fast they could get stimulus 

money out the door during the height of the recession.  

They signed thousands agreements based on very preliminary plans and 

cost estimates. Ministers and MPs announced these stimulus projects in their 

ridings as if they were “shovel ready.” 

Financially starved municipalities willingly accepted this largesse — often 

relying on assurances from architects and construction managers that the 

March 2011 deadline was achievable. Now hundreds of towns and cities with 

delayed construction may have to absorb all the costs that are incurred after 

the deadline. 

The agreements call for two-thirds of the funding to come from the senior levels of government and the remainder from the local community. 

Municipal taxpayers and those responsible for fundraising campaigns could be saddled with millions in unforeseen costs. 

Both the Liberals and the NDP strongly favour extending the funding deadline. 

Toronto MP Gerard Kennedy, the Liberal infrastructure critic, accuses the Tories of wanting to “dine and dash” on their stimulus pledges. 

“We’re going to get a car crash at the end of the program, which could be avoided. I don’t know if the government really believes it can 

simply pocket the money and look like good fiscal managers while local taxpayers pick up the difference.” 

NDP Leader Jack Layton also supports extending the deadline. But he goes further. He argues for stable, long-term funding. Instead of a 

“one-off” approach to the recession, he calls for Ottawa to make municipal infrastructure development “a permanent national goal.” Layton 

points out that municipalities already face an infrastructure deficit of more than $100 billion just to keep their current systems operating. 

Some good news came for Ontario municipalities during the August premiers conference in Winnipeg. Dalton McGuinty said it would be a 

“mistake” for the province and Ottawa to cut off funding after the deadline for projects that are already underway. “On April 1, 2011, we can’t 

walk away from projects that are four walls awaiting a roof.”  

 

Prime Minister Stephen Harper tours a B.C. construction site earlier in the 

summer. His government has set an April 2011 deadline for terminating federal 

infratructure stimulus spending. 
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He repeated his commitment to extended funding at the Association of Ontario Municipalities annual meeting in Windsor a few weeks later. 

A reminder: 2011 is an election year in Ontario. 

Meanwhile, Prime Minister Stephen Harper is keeping the pressure on municipalities to meet the deadline. Unlike his finance minister, 

however, he has never said funding will end on March 31 of next year. The money for all the announced infrastructure stimulus projects is 

still earmarked in the federal budget. When asked what his position was, he said that all this speculation was “premature.” But when 

pressed more recently in Saskatchewan, he said, “We’re not going to be unreasonable . . .” 

Harper is wise to keep his options open. He knows that roughly a thousand infrastructure stimulus projects will likely miss his deadline. He 

also knows they are scattered across dozens of federal ridings in every part of the country — with a disproportionate number in the province 

of Quebec. Various media studies have since charged that government-held ridings also have benefited disproportionately. And it is 

rumoured the federal auditor general will bring down a scathing report on the government’s economic stimulus program next month. 

There will likely be a federal election some time in 2011. And the hundreds of effected communities have the ability to raise hell if they are 

left holding the bag for millions in funding. With a stubborn unemployment rate that seems stuck at 8 per cent, and an economy that may 

see subpar growth over the next few years, job creation will continue to be a major issue. 

Given this political terrain, it seems unlikely that Harper will say no to Ontario or his other provincial partners and their municipalities that 

have delayed projects.  

This is the price Harper will have to pay for an economic stimulus action plan characterized by hasty announcements, political favouritism 

and an unrealistic timetable. 

Michael Warren is CEO of The Warren Group and a public policy commentator. He is a former Ontario deputy minister, chief general 

manager of the Toronto Transit Commission and CEO of Canada Post Corporation. 
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