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The champagne corks were popping the night of October 2,
2003, the night four years ago when Dalton McGuinty and his
Liberal party sent the Common Sense Revolution to the dustbin.
Eight years of the most repugnant government in Ontario’s
postwar history had concluded. It was indeed a cause for cel-
ebration. McGuinty’s Liberals had run on a platform which
bravely stated that, if elected, taxeswould not be cut again. Main-
taining important public serviceswas simply too important. The
Liberalswere unequivocal on this. They were equally unequivo-
cal in saying taxes would not go up. This gave them a palitica
edge, but it aso blocked the need for public debate on that issue.
But after eight years of watching the hollowing out of the On-
tario public sector, it was refreshing to hear acommitment to
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reinvesting in public services and words of respect for the
people who deliver those services.

Neoliberalism with a Human Face

That was then. There is now afour year record to examine.
The enduring theme of the Ontario Liberals over this period has
been that they have chosen to reinvest in health, education and
social services. The record shows that they have reinvested in
socia programs, spending 19% more on these services in 2007
than in 2004. Although when inflation is factored in, the rea
growth in expenditureis arather lessinteresting 10-11%. And
when onelooks at inflation in specific sectors, such asheath®



for example, the sectoral inflation rate is about 9%. It certainly
beats the roll-backs and gouging that took place under the Harris-
Eves Conservatives. But it is, at the same time, indicative of the
tepid commitments of the Liberal government and their unwilling-
ness to reverse the policies and cuts of the Harris years. A stark
illustration of thisisthe Liberal government’s recalcitrant and
meager increase in social assistancerates. Thesewerecut by 21%
in 1995 and have never been restored to their pre-Common Sense
Revolution levels.

It isworth noting that the Liberal failureto reversetheHarris
cutshasoccurred during aperiod of very decent economic growth
and aconcomitant expansion of government finances. Now that the
economic future is rather less sure, as the Ontario manufacturing
sector continues to be hammered with job losses and as financia
markets appear very unpredictable, one must wonder, what will a
2008 Libera budget ook like? Should they return on October 10th
withamajority, theoddsare, and history predictsthis, that Ontarians
will see even thismodest improvement cut back or, at best, frozen.

Throughout their four years in government, the McGuinty
Liberalshave maintained an abiding fidelity to thefiscal conserva
tism and the privileging of business interests which marked the
Common Sense Revolution. Thislegacy liveson at Queen’ s Park,
having been politically embedded in policy and structures. The
M cGuinty government has not meant arupture with the Common
Sense Revolution: it has served to sustain that project. The evi-
dence for this charge is ample. From the beginning the Liberals
were committed to apolicy of no tax increases. Thisisapromise
they have kept (notwithstanding the reintroduction of an extraor-
dinarily regressive health care surtax that seesteachers and Bay
Street bond traders paying the same additional taxes).

Taxation hasbecomeapolitically vexingissue. Working fami-
lies have seen their pre-tax income stagnate for the past 20 years.
At the sametime, thetax regime hasbecomeincreasingly regres-
sive. Every advantage has been given to those with money to duck
and dodge the taxman both legally and illegally. The McGuinty
government again demonstratesthat it is a party of and for busi-
ness. Rather than tackle the question of taxation in ameaningful
manner, the choiceisto maintain the arrangements struck by Mike
Harris. The Harrisera30% cut in the tax rate and the elimination
of several dozen taxes on various business-related activities left
in place amore regressive tax regime and one that is not capable
of meeting the needs of Ontario infrastructure, social and eco-
nomic needs. Fair taxation might have been atheme for a prag-
matic government. But not thisone.

Liberal P3s:
Public Pays and Bay Street Profits

The McGuinty government has also sustained the usage of
public-private partnerships. These are arrangementswhere pri-
vate interests make safeinvestmentsin public infrastructurelike
hospitals. Citizens ensure profits with their tax dollars. The
McGuinty government hasinvested some $30 hillionin suchin-
frastructure projects. They revealed in 2005 that they wanted to
use workers' pension funds for such P3s and leverage this with
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private investors. This is risk-free capitalism for private inves-
tors, but it has proven, in amost every study of the issue, to be
more expensive for taxpayers.

P3swereacentral and prominent themeof the Liberal govern-
ment as far back as 2004, when Greg Sorbara, the Minister of Fi-
nance, announced afull review of government spending and priori-
ties. Asaresult, in 2005, 15 ministries saw their budgets shrink and
Sorbarasignaled astrong preferencefor privatization and contract-
ing out. He stated: “the province should only be in the business of
direct service ddivery whenit can provide aservice more efficiently
than anyoneelse.” Health Minister George Smitherman also mused
about the money that could be saved if hospitals contracted out al
non-medica staff such aslaundry workers, cleanersand kitchen staff.
Thisessentially means cutting jobsfor the workers making $18.00/
hour, whileincreasing doctors' incomes, who then invest their sur-
plusincomesin sidelines such asfor-profit nursing homes, and al-
lowing hospital managers to pull down a rather nice $500,000 a
year. People earning $18/hour spend their money locdly whilethe
wedlthy have a propendty to invest el sewhere.

Money for Nothing?

Another theme of the McGuinty period in power has been
subsidiesfor capital in arange of sectors. Thelargest of these has
been the Ontario Auto Investment Strategy, meant to attract or
retain auto industry plant in Ontario. The auto companies used
job blackmail to leverage these subsidies. American statesdo the
samething, creating araceto the bottom where the key beneficiary
isthestockholder. Whether workers' jobsare secured isunknown as
the written agreements between the auto corporations and the On-
tario government arenot availablefor public review. Without greater
public controlsover investment, sectoral planning and public com-
panies, this process will continue. The McGuinty government
has done nothing to alter this aspect of neoliberalism.

Liberals Not in a Hurry

The most recent Liberal budget of March 2007 maintained
the ‘talk progressive, act for business' politics. The commitment
to raise the minimum wage to $10.25/hour was sold as a bold
move, but it is only to occur over three years and will still not
exceed the cutsin real terms of the Harris years. Even this pro-
posal had been resisted and disavowed by the government amere
week before the budget, a fact that speaks to the scare they re-
ceived inlosing what had been arather solid Liberal seat in aby-
election. New Democrat M PP Cheri DiNovo deservesfull marks
for placing the minimum wage back onthepolitical agendathrough
her campaign to raise it to $10.00/hour — not in three years but
immediately. Combined with the Toronto Labour Council’ s“Mil-
lion ReasonsWhy” campaign and the organizing effortsof UNITE-
HERE, the messagethat declining and stagnant wagesin the midst
of unprecedented wealth was ssmply not acceptable struck achord
withworking familiesin York South Weston and, indeed, acrossthe
province.

On other important fronts, such asenergy, the McGuinty Lib-
erals have been unsure as to how to proceed. They have flip-



flopped on promises around shutting down coal plants, re-regu-
lating the electricity sector and expanding renewable energy. They
have finally settled on what they had opposed in the last cam-
paign — expanding nuclear power generation. The lack of an en-
ergy strategy hasbeen costly for Ontario workers, but also for the
provincial government’scommitment to making asignificant ef-
fort toward carbon emissions reduction (the cover they now use
for the expansion of nuclear power). Once again, the Ontario
McGuinty government has failed to plan and act decisively and,
instead, sustains the neoliberal energy and environmental poli-
ciesof the Harris government.

Beyond the Political Horizon
of Neoliberalism?

The 1990s was a decade where the political horizonsin On-
tario were shrunk dramatically. The New Democrats self-de-
structed in their effortsto be respectablein the eyes of corporate
Canadaand, in the process, rel egated the party to near obscurity.
The Conservatives effectively reframed the terrain of debate and
the Liberals cast themselves first as ‘tory-lite’ in the election of
1999. They learned from that fiasco and talked dlightly left in
their discourse and opposed the hacking down of public services.
But they have not atered the neoliberal legacy of the Harris Com-
mon Sense Revolution (itself given political breathing space by
the disaster of the Rae NDP government and its waffling on pro-
gressive issues before settling into public sector restraint). We
till livein the policy shadow of that neoliberal mess as the pro-
vincial election date of October 10th draws near. The McGuinty
government, too, has given the Ontario public neoliberalism, al-
beit with ahuman face. The economic context isnow different. If
indeed Ontario, and perhaps the world, is slipping into yet an-
other economic crisis, the breadth of insecurity may well be hor-
rifying as the destruction of what few tools for social protection
we possessed prior to 1995 have never been rebuilt.

For the Left, there are important choices to be made and, as
with past el ections, important decisionsto be made about our role
and future prospects. New Democrats deserve ameasure of credit
for making the minimum wage central to political debate. And
they and the Greens were quick to condemn the reactionary Con-
servative proposal to extend public funding to faith-based schools.
The Greens have gone even further and have called for a com-
pletely secular public education system. Despite their embrace of
‘market ecology,” this position of the Greens, and a few others
such as afocus on proportional representation, will almost cer-
tainly draw attention and register in electoral outcomes. Opinion
polls are consistently showing that the outcome on October 10th
isuncertain, with the Liberalsdown in minority government range,
the Tories up and the Greens now on the electoral radar.

The New Democrats are consistently showing at 18-20%in
public opinion polls. Thisis still along way from their historic
pre-Rae government averages of 25%, but there are signs of re-
surgence. It may well bethat aminority government will emerge
and the NDP will have an opportunity to place important issues at
the forefront of the government agenda. In this respect, the L eft
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can play animportant rolein giving profile and substanceto such
issues asthe pressing need for an anti-poverty strategy which en-
compasses the need for a living wage policy in addition to an
economy that generates meaningful and quality employment, a
sustainable and just settlement of the crises confronting Aborigi-
nal communities, are-conceptualization of health care beforethe
profiteers turn this into a marketplace — and this is happening
much faster thanisgenerally acknowledged. And, of course, there
isaneed tolink al of the above to environment policy.

Simply voting NDPisnot going to deliver thisagenda. Thereis
an ongoing need to build astronger anti-neoliberal coalition which
would assist electoral mohilization by framing key issuesthat would
otherwisebeignored. Again, theminimumwageisa stellar illustra-
tion of this point. It was nowhere on the political radar until extra-
parliamentary forces placed it there, led by the long campaign of
poverty activists around the Ontario Coalition for Social Justice,
and some Ontario unions, especialy UNITE-HERE and the To-
ronto Labour Council. The NDP was very dow to pick thisup, re-
luctant even, until Cheri DiNovo and Paul Ferreira won two by-
electionswheretheissuewasacentra part of their individual cam-

paigns.

Thereis, aswell, thesignificant and vitd issueof organizingthe
socialist Left so that it can shape and inform debate but also play a
roledirectly in all manner of engagement including electoral. The
Leftin Ontario, and indeed Canada, isincredibly disorganized. Itis
not really possible to speak of an activist union Left in any serious
way, as it has neither organization and strategy nor campaigns
across unions. The Left beyond that simply does not register asa
social force, and is not capabl e of transforming union politics or
winning specific campaigns at the current level of strength and
unity. It is barely able to maintain the presence of socialist ideas
in Ontario public discourse and education. This educational role
isacrucial task for the Left during elections, given the make-up
of parliamentary representation. Devel oping some additional or-
ganizational capacity inleading anti-neoliberal fightswould also
be an advance that the el ection campaign can help spur. The ref-
erendum on Mixed-Member Proportional Representation (MM P)
isonecrucial areawhere both education in democracy and some
L eft organizationa capacity could be added. In the longer-term,
an MMP system rai sesthe potential of providing more optionsto
workersand unions. For what itisworth, it would also ensurethe
New Democrats play an ongoing important rolein setting the policy
agenda of future governments. Anti-poverty, healthcare and in-
digenous rights campaigns during the election should also pro-
vide space for education in socialist ideas, and developing anti-
neoliberal forces. These campaigns all deserve the utmost sup-
port and work of activists. But we are still some distance from
being able to hoist the banner of socialism as an active social
forceintherealm of ideas, campaigns and political organization
in Ontario. Without that L eft reformation—and even if aminority
government forms after October — neoliberalism and its discontents
will continue to dominate the agenda of Ontario politics. R
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