Importing Blair’'s Failure:

Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy

The campaign leading up to Ontario’s October 10" election
had little to say on the subject of poverty. The New Democrats,
for their part, kept the minimum wage issue at the fore though it
was not a central part of that rather amorphous campaign. There
was no hint whatsoever from theincumbent Liberalsthat poverty
was of any significant concern for them. In their budget of 2007
they reluctantly and cautiously committed to raising the minimum
wageto $10.25/hour over athree-year period and made some other
modest overtures toward Ontario’s most marginal citizens, but
nothing here hinted of a strategy.

So it was all rather surprising that the November 29, 2007
Throne Speech gave theissue such prominence. The Throne Speech
announced a new committee of cabinet was to be struck and
charged with the task of “developing poverty indicators and tar-
gets and a focused strategy for making clear-cut progress on re-
ducing child poverty” (Ontario Throne Speech 2007). To asig-
nificant extent the McGuinty Liberals are modeling this strategy
on that pursued by Tony Blair’s New Labour since 1999. While
development of the strategy isin its early stages, now isthetime
to pressthe Liberalsto adopt acomprehensive strategy basedina
class analysis rather than what, at the moment, appears to be a
driving concern to keep any poverty reduction strategy as con-
strained and limited as possible.

Ontario’s 2008 Budget: Corporate Tax Cuts
Outpace Poverty Reduction

It'satired truism, but it must be constantly said that the an-
nual budget of any government isacritical political statement of
priorities, values and objectives. Budgetstell uswhich social and
economic blocs a given government favours and responds to and
which are of lesser significance. The March 25" Ontario budget
was no exception to this general axiom. Poverty reduction was
given a symbolically central place in the Ontario Liberals 2008
budget. Thisfollows the striking of a cabinet committee on pov-
erty reduction announced in the wake of the October election, a
symbolically powerful expression. Then look at the budget, the
means to allocate public resources, making change possible: A
2% increase in social assistance rates, increasing the minimum
wage to $10.25 between now and March 31, 2010, a $10 million
assisted-building strategy for low-income Ontarians and $100
million to rehabilitate a deteriorating social housing stock. This
isnot a poverty reduction strategy.

Yes, dental care for low-income families and a nutrition pro-
gram are excellent proposals, but the core components of, the
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Ontario Liberal poverty reduction strategy consist of $267 mil-
lion in new programs. That's in the context of aglobal budget of
$96 hillion. And perhaps to put a fine point on it, Budget 2008,
despite the snarling from the Common Sense Revolutionariesin
Ottawa, offers up $750 million in businesstax cuts. That's nearly
threetimesthe dollar value being all ocated for poverty reduction.
There'salot of symbolism here serving the political interests of
the ‘One Ontario’ ideological frame of the Third Way Liberals.
But there' sarather striking evasion of having to deal with thereal
structural problems confronting Ontario’ s working families and
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An Anti-Poverty Strategy
from the Top...

The composition of the Cabinet Committee on Poverty Reduc-
tionsignastheoveral policy directionto be pursued by McGuinty’'s
Liberals. With fourteen members, eight of whom are actually min-
igters, thisis alarge committee. It includes several heavy weights
including finance minister Dwight Duncan, health minister George
Smitherman and education minister Kathleen Wynne. Other, less
well known, ministers are also members and, given their portfo-
lios, have controllership over more than 70% of Ontario’s public
expenditures. These include community and social services,
where the key source of expenditure is on social assistance, the
ministry responsiblefor training and post secondary education and



the ministry of housing. In fact, thereis a great deal of
membership overlap with the cabinet committee respon-
siblefor socia policy. What isinteresting, and with rea-
son, is the complete absence of key economic policy
ministries, notably the ministries responsible for eco-
nomic development and |abour.

In large part thisis areflection of the adopted New
Labour/Blairiteideological lensthrough which the On-
tario Liberals understand the causes of poverty. New
L abour does not view poverty astheinevitableresult of
the logic of capitalism’s class structure, but rather as a
function of ‘ social exclusion.” Social exclusion hasbeen
defined by the Blair Prime Minister’s Office as “more
than income poverty. It is a shorthand term for what
can happen when people or areas face a combination of
linked problems such as unemployment, discrimination, poor
skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime, bad health and fam-
ily breakdown. These problems are linked...” (Social Exclusion
Unit 2004). Yes, indeed. Thisisnot contestable. However, it misses
the point. These are the symptoms produced by class divisions.
Symptoms absolutely requiring redress through public interven-
tion. However, the cause, the structures at the source of these
symptoms, go unrecognized, and purposefully so.

Hence, in Ontario’ s case, at |east to date, the question of gen-
era quality of employment isnot to be addressed. In other words,
isthe market economy generating employment of sufficient qual-
ity and in sufficient quantity, as measured by pay, benefits, train-
ing/education opportunities, stability, and some form of career
ladder, to provide individuals, families and communities with the
economic and social foundationsto evade the symptoms of social
exclusion? Of course, the answer is no. And to acknowledge this
fact would require a rather different approach. Very quickly this
would lead into areas where any party with organic links to busi-
ness would only go reluctantly, if at all. For example, thereisno
dispute, even among liberal economists such as Paul Krugman,
that membership in atrade union is an absolutely core element to
the creation and sustainability of abroad middle class.

In addition, the public sector has arole to play in the provi-
sion of important public services and the generally, though erod-
ing, high quality jobs found in the sector. Thisis not confined to
the existing range of public and socia services, but also thosethat
have yet to be created, such as child care. Thereisalso aneed for
industrial policy. The state can shape conditionsfor thisto happen
by regulating capital and returning to an enforced regime of pro-
gressive taxation for labour and capital. The * catch as catch can’
regime of tax evasion, avoidance and legislated erosion of public
finances and capacities, both at the provincial and federal level, is
not going to allow any movement in this direction. To date, the
signals are clear. Ontario’s poverty reduction strategy is not to
intervene in the dynamics of the capitalist market. Not only far
from an anti-capitalist set of interventions, this approach even
shrinksfrom using the authority of the state to shape the decisions
of those who control capital.

...And Designed in Deliberate Isolation

In terms of strategy devel opment, the cabinet committee and
the senior public servantsresponsiblefor policy development have
begun to meet with arange of poverty experts. Of course, thisis
al being lead at the very highest levels of the Ontario state, the
Cabinet Office and the Premier’s Office. The most ‘expert’ per-
sons on this subject are those who endureit. It isagain indicative
of acertain strategy of containment that only specific analystsare
invited. Of course, who is invited reflects the broad tenor of the
strategy itself.

It isto be modest and inoffensive in every way. The meeting
participants are reminiscent of the well-to-do Fabians of Britain's
late 19™ century, who would gather in homes in proper
neighborhoods to discuss the condition of the working class over
tea. Obvioudly aless secretive, more transparent (to use an over-
used government term) process of consultation and engagement
isnecessary. But then, that would require defending, at some point,
decisions not to act and not to invest. Again, it would appear that
in Ontario the guiding principle - in addition to non-intervention
of asubstantivekind - isthat the strategy is not to be costly. Con-
sequently, a very conservative definition of poverty is necessary
wherein only the bottom 10% will becomethetarget of any initia-
tives to come.

The Paradox of Deepening
Insecurity in the Midst of Growth

The 40% of Ontario workers who have seen their incomes
decline over the past decadeis simply too big of aproblemto even
attempt to grapple. The days of dreaming big are certainly over in
the world of neoliberalism. But any serious anti-poverty strategy
must cometo gripswith thosewho arein aprecariousplace. They
may not be theimpoverished of today, but are merely onelay-off,
one accident, or oneillnessaway from joining thosein the bottom
decile. And thisis despite a more than 60% growth in Ontario’s
GDP (ArmineYalnizyan, Ontario’s Growing Gap, 2007). It must
be further said that this broad-based stagnation has a so occurred
at atime of steadily declining unemployment. ®



Again, we must, if honest, return to the fact that working is
not working for significant numbers of Ontario workersand deal-
ing with symptomswill ultimately enter into acrisisof itsown. As
economist Armine Yalhizyan observesin a study of polarization
in Ontario: “Asineguality grows, those who can afford to pay will
drivethe prices of al the basics—the housing market, the education
market, the market for caring services, (nannies, home care, and
health services). The result could be a shift in focus from public
solutions to private solutions and, perhaps unwittingly, driving
costs up for everyone, whether they can afford to pay or not.”

Lessons of New Labour:
Adaptive Capitalism

Peter Mandelson, aformer New Labour minister, once said:
“1 feel intensely relaxed about peopl e getting filthy rich” (Seamus
Milne, The Guardian, August 12 2007). Former Prime Minister
Blair was equally unconcerned with inequality. His only concern
was that poverty be reduced. Gordon Brown, Blair’s successor,
has acknowledged “the gap matters’ but has not indicated what
his government will do to address polarization. David Miliband
has proposed the tax rate on incomes of over 100,000 pounds be
increased to 50 per cent. But, tellingly, there has been no action.
Even a Rowntree Foundation report, ng the record of New
Labour, concluded with respect to poverty, “the root causes of the
problem have not been addressed” (Lucy Ward The Guardian, De-
cember 4 2006). It isrecognized that the New Labour anti-pov-
erty interventions have not been without success but thisis lim-
ited. The preferred policy instrument has been to usetargeted ben-
efits rather than addressing the structural roots of poverty espe-
cialy incomeinadequacy. In sum, despite more than ten years of
high-level focus on poverty in the United Kingdom, recent stud-
ies show that inequality is actually increasing (British Medical
Journal, April 2005).

What Is to Be Done?

Campaign 2000, abroad network of 66 national, regional and
local agencies concerned with questions of poverty, responded
equivocally to the proposals and directions for poverty reduction
set out in the 2008 Ontario budget. Their press rel ease comment-
ing on the budget expressed ‘ encouragement’ but also signaled
that an “effective poverty reduction strategy needs to go signifi-
cantly beyond organizing and aligning the current system of sup-
ports for low income people” (Campaign 2000 Media Release
March 25, 2008). That encouragement is offered is indeed odd,

given that the Ontario government chose not to respond to the
minimal program for reform offered by Campaign 2000, which
includes a$10/hour minimum wage (in 2007), improved enforce-
ment and updating of |abour law, acomprehensive affordable hous-
ing strategy, and acommitment to a25 per cent reductionin child
poverty by 2010.

But Campaign 2000’ sown strategy is deeply embedded within
the fabric of Third Way neoliberalism. Even if fully adopted by
the government it would soon enter into an impasse. The models
presented by the United Kingdom have, in fact, proven to beless
successful than their proponents claim. The New Labour template
for poverty reduction is a limited one. If the success sought is
modest then thereis something here. Looked at objectively, how-
ever, it is a strategy to manage the expansion of poverty, not to
reduce it. In this sense it is adaptive to a set of power relations
whichwill not be challenged by neoliberalized social democracy.
Social activists and community agencies, and most notably Cam-
paign 2000, have urged the Ontario Liberals to “adopt a poverty
reduction plan with set targets, timelines, a dedicated budget and
ongoing monitoring” (Opportunities Waterl oo, January 22, 2008).
Budget 2008 did none of this.

This is the formulae of New Labour’s failure. Yes, govern-
ments can be held to account for failing to meet stated targets.
But that even the community sector avoidsthe fundamental ques-
tions respecting adeeply class divided society isfurther evidence
of theinternalization of neoliberalism. The management techniques
being urged upon the government will, in some form, be assur-
edly present. They arethe basic tools of neoliberal public admin-
istration. But whereisthedemand for inclusionin the policy proc-
ess? For amore democratic setting of the policy agenda?And, of
course most fundamentally, an anti-poverty strategy that beginsto
addresswhy poverty existsand expandsamidst nothing but weath?

Campaign 2000 is doing valuable work in pressing the
Ontario Liberals to be more serious and less symbolic with
respect to poverty reduction. At the same time, their entire pro-
gram seeks only the most minimal outcome by working within
the constraints of the exiting political reality, rather than doing
anything to challenge it. Philanthro-capitalism is not an alter-
native, just a variation on atheme. R
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