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OPINION

BY R. MICHAEL WARREN

Premier Dalton McGuinty
knows he must significantly

slow the rate of spending that’s
characterized his past terms in
office. The Drummond Report
makes this crystal clear. The
report also gives McGuinty a
smorgasbord of deficit-cutting
options to choose from for his
forthcoming budget.

Ontario has been warned: its
credit rating is at risk if it doesn’t
get its fiscal house in order. 

Business and taxpayer groups
are pressing on two fronts: they
want a credible restraint plan
and a new path toward competi-
tiveness and prosperity. 

Progressive Conservative
Leader Tim Hudak doesn’t seem
to know what he wants. One
minute he says the sky is falling.
“All of Drummond’s 362 cost-
cutting recommendations
should be implemented.” In the
next breath, he defends the mil-
lions being spent on subsidizing
the horse racing industry. 

New Democat Leader Andrea
Horwath doesn’t believe the
economy will underperform to
the extent that Don Drummond
predicts. She has abandoned her
commitment to balance the
budget by 2017-18. Now, she
says, “in the long term.” She talks
about delaying further corporate
tax cuts, more spending on infra-
structure and protecting public-
sector jobs.

The premier has plenty of
room to move between these
political poles. Neither the Con-
servatives nor the NDP are
remotely ready to use the budget
to unseat this minority govern-
ment. Both lack a cohesive fiscal
plan of their own. 

McGuinty knows what’s really
worrying voters are jobs and
economic recovery. He knows
austerity alone won’t grow the
province’s lagging economy.
Given the need for both austerity
and growth, expect the Liberals
to try to combine lower rates of
spending with heightened efforts
to stimulate the economy.

During the lead-up to this
budget, McGuinty has been clear

about what he will and won’t do.
He will stick with his balanced

budget target of 2017-18, “come
heck or high water” — despite

how unrealistic that target
remains. He will let the coming
fiscal pain percolate with the
public for a year or two — then

extend the target.
He’s promised there will be —

read my lips — “no new taxes.”
But that‘s what he said before he

introduced the Ontario Health
Premium in 2004, a tax by
another name. 

He won’t eliminate full-day
kindergarten. The 10% “clean
energy benefit” will stay. So, too,
will the promised 30% rebate of
tuition costs for middle-income
families. We may even see
increased funding for home care
and mental health.

Given these and other expen-
sive Liberal priorities, how will
they try to rein in their annual
spending increases of 7%?

First, they’ll try to contain
public-sector compensation. It
represents a huge chunk of the
province’s operating budget. So
expect tough negotiations with
teachers, doctors, nurses and
other Ontario public employees.
They’ll all be pressed to share
the burden of restraint. 

The premier is already moving
to freeze teachers’ salaries for
two years, and stop the accumu-
lation of sick days. Don’t be sur-
prised if he picks a page from
Hudak’s playbook and signals
his intent to reform the
province’s costly public-sector
arbitration system. 

Second, the Drummond
Report is about more than where
to cut spending. Much of it is
focused on structural changes
that can save money while also
improving service delivery. 

Using less expensive delivery
systems is a recurring theme.
Allen O’Dette, chief executive of
the Ontario Chamber of Com-
merce says, “Now more than
ever, the government needs to
look to the private and non-
profit sectors to partner in the
delivery of services and financ-
ing of public projects.” Let’s hope
McGuinty is listening.

Health care funding for the 14
local health integration networks
(LHINs) will likely be capped.
They finance 2,500 separate
health agencies, including the
province’s 151 hospital corpora-
tions. The LHINs will be
expected to achieve better health
outcomes while finding efficien-
cies by integrating these often-
overlapping health services.
Extensive hospital, public health

and health clinic consolidations
lie ahead.

Third, there are signs
McGuinty will delay his planned
corporate tax cuts. Finance Min-
ister Dwight Duncan said
recently, “Everybody’s got to
have skin in the game. I can’t ask
the general public to go through
this without the business com-
munity.” 

The austerity side of the
budget is easier to predict than
McGuinty’s 2012 economic
recovery plan.

More infrastructure spending
is unlikely. Ontario is already
heavily invested in job-creating
transit, school and health-care
infrastructure. Startups, small
businesses and entrepreneurs
are getting considerable finan-
cial help.

The Liberals are spending
record billions to create a
healthy and highly educated
workforce, a key factor in staying
globally competitive. McGuinty’s
efforts to make Ontario a world
leader in clean energy technol-
ogy and jobs are meeting with
some success.

But this isn’t enough. 
Ontario needs a new and

innovative economic develop-
ment plan, one that’s rooted in
the global challenges and oppor-
tunities of tomorrow. None of
the provincial parties is offering
a creative or convincing way for-
ward to long-term economic
recovery. 

The Drummond Report has
given the Liberals a solid basis
for living within their means.
Now, McGuinty needs to estab-
lish a highly-qualified, inde-
pendent group to provide the
same quality of advice on how to
revive Ontario’s frail economy. 

The 2012 budget is an oppor-
tunity to begin this critical
process. 
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