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Not all they’re cracked up to be
N 

ominations are now open 
for wannabe politicians in 

Ontario’s Oct. 27 civic elections. 
Expect to hear a plethora of prom-
ises and countless claims from a 
chorus of candidates in your com-
munity in the months ahead.

Local elections can be democ-
racy at its best — and at its worst. 
So a word of caution: Be careful of 
candidates who promise simplis-
tic solutions to complex problems, 
who target the naive and gullible 
with quick-fix answers, who say 
they can trim fat while improving 
services.

Rob Ford, Toronto’s semi-
mayor, embodies this style of poli-
tics. During the 2010 race he ran 
on a minimalist mantra: “End the 
gravy train . . . respect the taxpayer 
. . . stop the war on cars.”

Ford won with 47% of the vote.
Don’t be surprised if Ford is 

among the first to file his nomina-
tion papers for the 2014 election. 
He seems undaunted by the bliz-
zard of media coverage focused 
on his outlandish personal behav-
iour. He’s admitted to drinking 
and driving, using crack cocaine, 
public drunkenness and social-
izing with known criminals.

But Ford and his “nation” of 
supporters (still about 25% of the 
electorate) say voters should look 
beyond the mayor’s demeaning 
behaviour; we should judge him 
by his record, by what he prom-
ised and what he has delivered.

Ford is already well into his 
2014 campaign. He’s running on a 
record that sounds impressive to 
the casual observer. But a closer 
look shows Ford has trouble 
separating fact from fiction. He 
exaggerates even when he doesn’t 
need to. Here are some of his cur-
rent claims:

n The needy: “I side with the 
poor.”

He does spend a lot of time 

talking to and getting action for 
hundreds of people in need. But 
his much-touted 2011 property 
tax freeze did nothing for low-
income renters. It was aimed at 
the middle and upper classes, 
as is his promise to get rid of the 
land transfer tax. Despite his 
purge of the Toronto Community 
Housing Board, the waiting list for 
affordable housing has climbed 
to more than 90,000 people. And 
despite his often-repeated com-
mitment to help disadvantaged 
young people, he voted against a 
program for at-risk youth. Many 
of Ford’s increased user fees and 
service cuts hit low-income earn-
ers and welfare recipients the 
hardest, even though during the 
campaign, he “guaranteed” no 
services would be cut.

n Spending: “I’ve saved the city 
$1 billion.”

Early on, Ford had trouble 
finding the gravy train he claimed 
was barrelling through the city. 
Eventually, he had to hire private 
consultants to identify areas of 
potential savings.

An analysis of the budget docu-
ments shows about $300 million 
in efficiencies and about $73 mil-
lion in program cuts over the last 
three years. As the mayor’s influ-
ence has diminished, city man-
ager Joe Pennachetti has slowly 
backed away from Ford’s billion-
dollar claim. He says it’s closer 
to $400 million. Ford inflates 
his claim by treating items like 
increased user fees and the aboli-
tion of the car tax as “savings,” 
when they’re actually increases in 

city revenue.
The early, highly publicized 

cuts to his office budget and 
those of the 44 city councillors 
were largely eroded by a series of 
new expenditures in 2012. And 
his election promise to reduce 
the size of council has never 
materialized.

Ford has slowed the pace of 
spending, but the city’s operating 
budget this year will top $9.6 bil-

lion, the largest in its history.
n Taxes: “Toronto’s tax increase 

over the last three years is lower 
than any North American city.”

Again, Ford’s tendency to exag-
gerate undermines his record. Tax 
increases have been lower than 
in most major cities. But Windsor 
has not had a tax increase in five 
years and a number of U.S. cities 
have had even longer property tax 
holidays.

n Unemployment: “There has 
been a 4% decline in Toronto’s 
jobless rate since I took office.”

Toronto’s unemployment rate 
has only dropped by 2.3 percent-
age points — not four — since 
Ford became mayor. It went from 
9.4% in December 2010 to 7.1% in 
August 2013. This is only slightly 
better than the decline in the 
national unemployment rate over 

the same period.
n  Traffic: “I will stop the war 

on cars.”
This is one of the few campaign 

promises Ford has kept, and in 
spades. He convinced council to 
eliminate the vehicle registration 
tax. That cost the city about $200 
million in annual revenue. He 
instructed the TTC to abandon 
the light rail “Transit City” plan 
in favour of expensive subways 
only. He wants rapid transit 
underground so it won’t interfere 
with cars.

Ford’s biggest transit folly? 
Pushing Ottawa, the province 
and his own council to support a 
“vanity subway” for Scarborough. 
It will cost at least $1 billion more 
than an LRT. It means higher 
property taxes for the rest of 
Toronto. And hundreds of millions 
in provincial and national tax dol-
lars squandered.

n  Voter mandate: “I was 
elected with the largest mandate 
in Canadian history.”

Not so. David Miller won in 
2006 with 57% of the vote com-
pared to Ford’s 47%. Mel Lastman 
attracted an impressive 483,000 
votes in his last race, almost 80% 
of the votes cast.

Some observers label Ford a 
“dead mayor walking.” It’s too 
soon to write off his re-election 
chances. If he keeps up his new 
exercise regime, stays away from 
mood modifiers and campaigns 
as the victim of a palace revolt, 
well maybe . . .

The moral of the Ford saga? 
Beware candidates bearing prom-
ises too good to be true. 

And records that can’t stand 
scrutiny.

— r. michael Warren is a former 
corporate director, ontario deputy 

minister, TTC chief general manager and 
Canada Post CEo

r.michael.warren@gmail.com

n OPINION: As nominations open for the civic elections in October, Rob Ford serves as an illustration of the problems with populism

R. Michael
Warren

Column

Paul laChiNE illusTraTioN

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100


