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Ontario Liberal leadership hopefuls ignore deficit
elephant in the room
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R. Michael Warren 

From a small surplus five years ago, the Ontario

Liberals have managed to run up an operating deficit

of more than $14 billion. Total debt now tops $18,000

for every man, women and child in the province.

Coming to grips with this fiscal crisis, in the midst of a

global economic slowdown, will take rare political will

and management savvy. Whoever leads the province

will have to slow spending dramatically while

transforming the way the government delivers

services and infrastructure.

None of the leading candidates for Premier Dalton

McGuinty’s job are saying much about tackling the

deficit. The leadership debates have been short on

strategies for reforming major programs to achieve

better outcomes at lower cost. It’s as if there’s an

unspoken agreement to ignore the deficit elephant in

the room.

The province’s main trading partners are either in

recession or nursing anemic economies. We are in

year four of “The Great Stagnation.” It’s no surprise

that projected provincial growth for the next few years

will remain in the 2 per cent range. There’s no way Ontario can “grow” its way out of its fiscal crisis.

This leaves the next premier with an inconvenient truth. Even if restraining public-sector compensation is accomplished, it will take the government

only a third of the way to its promise of balancing the budget by 2017-18.

Meeting this fiscal goal means rethinking how to finance and deliver future services. The Liberals’ June budget acknowledged this. It commits to “$4.9

billion in planned savings, removing overlap and duplication, implementing more efficient delivery models and focusing on core business.”

But after eight months there’s little evidence of implementation. What “overlap and duplication”? What “more efficient delivery models”? More

important, what do the leadership candidates believe is the “core business” of the next Liberal government?

Six of the seven candidates have been in cabinet for years. Five helped craft the last budget. Surely each has a vision he or she can share about how

to put Ontario’s fiscal house in order.

The budget bill gives cabinet the power to outsource a wide range of services now provided by government. It promises to use more public-private

partnerships to finance much-needed infrastructure. But there has been no discernable movement on either front.

The budget established a Jobs and Prosperity Council. It was asked to find $250 million in savings from the $2 billion in current handouts to business.

The council didn’t address the savings challenge. Instead, its final report was yet another serving of well-worn ways to enhance Ontario’s economy.

The leading candidates seem to be taking the same approach. They are quick to promise reconciliation with teachers and new programs for rural and

northern Ontario. But there’s a noticeable lack of creative ideas for delivering more affordable government.

Meanwhile, a detailed plan to achieve that very goal has been sitting on the shelf for almost a year. It was commissioned by the Liberals. The

Drummond Report lays out a comprehensive blueprint for balancing the budget by 2017-18. It focuses on how to give taxpayers more value for their

money and ensure fiscal sustainability after the deficit is eliminated.

The report stresses: “Governments can hold the lid on spending for a while by taking extraordinary measures to contain compensation costs,

postpone capital projects and scrimp on infrastructure maintenance. But unless fundamental spending reforms are implemented, the old pressures

reassert themselves.”

Ontario's total debt now  tops $18,000 for every man, w omen and child in the province.
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PC Leader Tim Hudak gets this message. In spades. Over the last few months he has tabled a series of in-depth policy positions that would

fundamentally transform the role the Ontario government. They would set a tough, albeit controversial, path to financial self-sufficiency.

Hudak is reaching out to an electorate that longs for more effective financial management. His mantra is simple: We need a government capable of

doing more with less — not less with more.

This vision of a leaner, more focused Queen’s Park is what the next premier will be competing with. If the Liberals are to preserve the gains they’ve

made in education and health they need a leader with a plan to meet Ontario’s daunting fiscal challenge.
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