
M 
isdirection is a form of 
deception where your 

attention is focused on one thing 
to distract you from another. It’s 
a common trick used by magi-
cians and political leaders alike.

Stephen Harper is a master of 
misdirection. He has used it with 
great effect in his management 
of both the nation’s finances and 
our economy.

Admittedly, his fiscal policy is 
politically astute. Downsize the 
federal government and use the 
“savings” to balance the budget 
by election year, 2015. Use the 
resulting surplus to implement 
personal tax reductions and 
other goodies promised during 
the last election.

“Promises made. Promises 
kept”. This mantra will have wide 
appeal. But it misdirects the 
electorate’s attention away from 
Harper’s real record as a fiscal 
manager.

The Jean Chretien and Paul 
Martin governments delivered 
surplus budgets for ten con-
secutive years. When Stephen 
Harper came to office in 2006 he 
began with a $13.8 billion sur-
plus, courtesy of these previous 
Liberal governments.

Since then the Conservatives 
have run an operational deficit, 
averaging about $26 billion 
annually. These deficits have 
driven the national debt to 
record levels: an estimated 
$673 billion for 2014. That’s an 
increase of 31% since Stephen 
Harper came to power.

To be fair, part of this spend-
ing spree went toward major 
investments in infrastructure 
and other job-creation programs 
in an effort to kick-start the 

economy after the recession.
There’s also misdirection 

about how the government 
is achieving their balanced 
budget. Major service cuts 
are announced late on Friday 
afternoons. Lengthy omnibus 
bills hide the impact of program 
reductions. They refused to 
share detailed budget informa-
tion with Parliament, even 
after a court challenge by the 
Parliamentary Budget Officer.

It’s been downsizing by 
stealth.

As well, this period of anemic 
economic growth is not the time 
to be pre-occupied with cost-
cutting. Too much can hurt. Even 
the conservative C. D. Howe 
Institute says we are in “non-
normal” times. They call for the 
federal government to stretch 
out the path to a balanced 
budget over the next three years 
to help stimulate the economy 
and lower the unemployment 
rate.

David Dodge, the former 
Bank of Canada Governor, said 
recently, “It is important to real-
ize that in the current environ-
ment of low long-term interest 
rates, fiscal prudence does not 
require bringing the annual 
budget balance to zero almost 
immediately.” He argues for 
further investment in infrastruc-
ture as a means of improving 
Canada’s lagging productivity.

Misdirection is even more 
pronounced when it comes 
to the state of our economy. 
Anyone who has endured the 
government’s endless feel-good 
“Economic Action Plan” televi-
sion ads knows what it is like to 
be misdirected.

Initially, it seemed Canada 
survived the economic melt-
down better than most indus-
trialized nations, but in fact, 
our economic growth has fallen 
short of Harper’s budget fore-
casts every year since 2008.

And the comparisons of 
Canada’s economic performance 
with those of other countries 
during Harper’s tenure are not 
encouraging.

Job growth has not kept up 
with population growth. The 
proportion of Canadians with 
jobs is no better now than it was 
during the worst of the reces-
sion. Our unemployment rate is 
higher than that of the U.S. More 
than 1.3 million Canadians are 
looking for work.

Canada ranks twentieth out of 
34 countries in the Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) when 
it comes to net job creation. 
Countries such as South Korea, 
Austria and Germany have fully 
recovered from the recession. 
Canada has not.

Youth unemployment was 
12.2% when the Conservatives 
came to power in 2006. Today it’s 
13.6%. We have a higher rate of 
youth unemployed than many 
other countries including Japan, 
Australia, Germany and Norway. 
It’s estimated one in four young 
people with university degrees 
are working in low-skilled jobs. 
One in five who are not working 

today, have never held a job.
Canada’s competitiveness is 

in decline. The World Economic 
Forum has down-graded us from 
ninth place in 2009 to fourteenth 
last year. In overall innovation 
and business sophistication we 
have dropped to twenty fifth. 
Access to financing and capacity 
to innovate remain major prob-
lems for Canada.

Our infrastructure is not keep-
ing up with that of other nations. 
Transporting goods and people 
efficiently is critical to economic 
growth. Between 2008 and 2013 
the condition of our railways, 
ports, roads and airports has 
declined relative to other leading 
industrialized countries.

Canada is a trading nation. 
Exports account for 40% of our 
GDP. But during the last three 
years, we’ve only posted seven 
trade-surplus months. Last 
year alone, Canada suffered 
a trade deficit of $7.4 billion. 
The lower dollar has helped 
the trade balance in recent 
months. Harper’s concerted 
efforts to expand our export 
markets are commendable. But 
we continue to buy more goods 
than we sell.

Research and development 
is a critical component of any 
healthy economy. Here again, 
Canada has lost ground. Our 
gross expenditure on R&D 
dropped from 2% of GDP in 2006 
to 1.70 % in 2011. Countries such 
as South Korea, Japan, Germany, 
Finland, Denmark and America 
are all investing between 50% 
and 100% more in R&D than we 
are.

Canadians have been on a 
borrowing binge. Average con-
sumer debt has increased by 30% 

since 2008. Forty-two percent are 
living pay cheque to pay cheque. 
One in ten would have trouble 
with an unforeseen expense of 
only $500.

Middle class incomes have 
stagnated. On average, we are 
only putting away 5.5% of our 
incomes for retirement, down 
dramatically from the 20% 
Canadians saved in the 1980s. 
This means more people drop-
ping into poverty as they retire.

Harper has excelled. Not with 
his fiscal and economic poli-
cies. Rather with the way he has 
perpetuated the impression of 
steady stewardship, using the art 
of misdirection.
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