
Liberal Leader Dalton McGuinty autographs a hardhat for an electrician w orking at

a retrofit of an old auto tool-and-die plant being transformed into a w ind-turbine

factory in Windsor. (Sept. 16, 2011)
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Back to Who should lead Ontario through the next recession?

There is an elephant in the Ontario provincial election tent. It’s big. It’s growing.

But none of the party leaders wants to acknowledge it — let alone tell us how

they plan to manage it.

The European sovereign debt problem grows worse by the day. The United

States is in a state of political paralysis about the way to reduce its crippling

debt and high unemployment. Some observers believe the world is now three

years into the “Second Great Economic Contraction” — the Great Depression

being the first.

It’s only a matter of time before Canada’s biggest economy will begin to feel the

impact on growth, jobs and government revenues. So the question that should

be on everyone’s mind is: “Which party leader is best equipped to manage the

province through this global economic contraction?”

One would think that, given the mounting evidence of difficult economic times

ahead, Dalton McGuinty, Tim Hudak and Andrea Horwath would be debating

this issue on the hustings. Instead, there seems to be an unspoken compact

between them to avoid the problem — for now.

The Liberals, Conservatives and NDP all make growth and revenue forecasts that are increasingly unrealistic. They assume steady GDP

growth at an annual rate of around 3 per cent. But the International Monetary Fund has recently cut its growth forecast for Canada to only 1.9 per

cent for next year.

All three parties promise to eliminate the debt by 2017-18 using their outdated forecasts. Every party is committed to health, education and other

big-ticket spending at well above current levels. There is no room for error if slow growth turns into no growth. No plan B.

I am not alone in my assessment.

The Liberals had Don Drummond, a leading Canadian economist, check over their financial forecasts and assumptions. He said in August:

“Whoever forms the government on Oct. 7 is going to find themselves in a deep fiscal hole.”

David Dodge, former governor of the Bank of Canada, went further. He said all the Ontario political leaders are promoting “impossible” economic

plans that unrealistically promise improved services in a province that is facing shrinking tax revenues.

The point is that we will need strong, experienced leadership to take us through the impending economic slowdown.

NDP Leader Andrea Horwath’s background as a community organizer and municipal councillor are at best modest qualifications to manage a

$614 billion economy through rough waters. More important, her platform makes one wonder whether the NDP understands how the province’s

economy actually works.

It revolves around a core of well-worn NDP strategies: cap government CEO salaries, stop corporate tax giveaways and introduce U.S.-style job

protectionism.

There is no strategy to increase Ontario’s exports. Last year Ontarians bought $93 billion more in goods and services than we exported. Our

trade deficit is growing, and our two major markets, the U.S. and Europe, are shrinking.

There is nothing said about getting our record-high consumer debt under control. And productivity improvement, a key to economic survival, isn’t

anywhere in her vocabulary.
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Conservative Leader Tim Hudak, despite his master’s degree in economics, is just as Ontario-centric. He’s seems unaware of what the “new

economy” demands of us to succeed in an increasingly competitive world.

His job program is all old economy. Cut red tape, support small business, reduce business tax rates and dilute our labour laws.

There are no clues about how Hudak plans to grow exports, attract more foreign investment and improve productivity. Instead, he intends to

cancel Samsung’s $7 billion green energy equipment manufacturing and export commitment — and the thousands of jobs that come with it.

Like all leaders, Dalton McGuinty has his weaknesses. But three things distinguish him from the others: his track record through the last

recession, the response of his growth plans to global realities and his dogma-free approach to economic development.

During the last recession, Ontario had a net loss of 277,000 jobs. Under the Liberals almost all that has been regained. By comparison, the U.K.

has only recovered 38 per cent and the U.S. 14 per cent of their prerecession employment levels.

Despite the high dollar, oil prices and other challenges, Ontario’s economy surpassed prerecession levels earlier this year. Yes, the Liberal

stimulus spending has resulted in a record operating deficit. But Hudak’s so-called “fiscally Conservative” friends in Ottawa have the same

problem.

McGuinty is the only leader who places his direction for Ontario in a global context. He understands the roles that lifelong learning and a highly

educated workforce play in staying globally completive. The Liberal platform eclipses all others in that respect.

McGuinty’s job-creation program has substance. Domestically, he is making Ontario a world leader in clean-energy technology and jobs,

providing more financial help for startups and entrepreneurs, and investing heavily in job-creating transit, school and health-care infrastructure.

There is a lot of talk in this election about helping families. The best way to help Ontario families is to elect the leader best equipped to guide us

through the coming storm.
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