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SPECIAL ISSUE ON THE 1999 ONTARIO ELECTION CAMPAIGN

The Harris second term:
Is the revolul'lon over?

n this special issue of Canada Watch

we have assembled a range of com-
mentators from varying viewpoints to
analyze last year's Ontario election
campaign and the prospects for the sec-
ond term of the Harris government.

As a number of our commentators
point out, the election campaign was es-
sentially a referendum on the first term
of the Harris government. The imple-
mentation of the 1995 “Common Sense
Revolution” (CSR) program, with its
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emphasis on tax cuts and smaller gov-
ernment, had provoked an unprec-
edented wave of protest and social divi-
sion in Ontario. The 1999 campaign pro-
vided the opportunity for vocal oppo-
nents of the CSR agenda to throw the

Ontario’s new
conservative coalition

Between 1985 and 1995, Ontario
elections produced a revolving
door of shortlived governments, with
each of the major parties having a turn
in office before being unceremoniously
ushered out by what one disappointed
ex-premier called a “cranky” electorate.
In 1999 the Progressive Conservative
government of Mike Harris that was
elected in 1995 seemed set to follow its
Liberal and New Democratic Party pre-
decessors through the exit, since it had
ruffled many feathers with its radical
right-wing agenda (the “Common
Sense Revolution” (CSR)) and seemed
to lack widespread support. Instead,
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Harris and his party accomplished what
the others could not: they won a second
straight majority government.

The government’s re-election—which
ensures it a run of at least eight straight
years in office—is a sign that the period
of revolving-door government in On-
tario is over. It may also indicate a return
to the historic Ontario norm, for, de-
spite occasional interludes of electoral
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Harris government out of offlce after
just a single term.

In early 1999, Harris’s prospects for
re-election looked uncertain at best.
Polls indicated that the government was
running second to the opposition Liber-
als under Dalton McGuinty, who seemed
poised to capitalize on the opposition to
the government’s controversial program.
Recent electoral history in the province
(with successive majority governments
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The Harris second term ...

from ge 117 )
goind dawn to defeat in 1990 and 1995)

seemed about to be repeated.

How did Harris manage to pull a vic-
tory rabbit out of the electoral campaign
hat on June 87

While our commentators offer a vari-
ety of answers to that question, one com-
mon theme emerges: the government
was able to reassemble the coalition of
voters that had brought it victory in
1995. As political scientist Sid Noel
points out in his analysis, that coalition
comprises older voters, more male than
female, with above-average incomes
and education, many of whom are em-
ployed in information-based occupa-
tions. Although stereotypically concen-
trated in the 905 code area surrounding
Toronto, their presence is also signifi-
cantly large in other suburban areas and
in smalktown Ontario. For this group of
voters, as Environics vice-president
Jane Armstrong argues, economic and
fiscal issues assume primary impor-
tance. The government's performance
on these issues enabled it to overcome
widespread dissatisfaction with its han-
dling of health care and education.

While the Conservative election vic-
tory cemented the reforms implemented
in the first Harris term—particularly the
30 percent cut in provincial income tax
rates—the question is what to expect for
the next four years. Again, although our
commentators offer a range of opinions
on this question, it is apparent that the
government’s agenda will be much
more modest and narrow in the second
term than it was in the first.

In part, this is attributable to the 1999
“Blueprint” campaign platform, which
pales in comparison with the 1995 CSR
manifesto. While promising an additional
20 percent cut in provincial income tax
rates and “law and order” initiatives such
as a crackdown on “squeegee kids,” the
1999 platform offered little on the key is-
sues of education and health care. In-
deed, in an attempt to blunt criticism
from its opponents, the government’s
main message was simply that it would
spend more money in these key areas.

The 1 platform
offered little on the
key issues of
education and
health care.

Since the government’s campaign
platform was the product of extensive
polling and opinion research (as both
Fred Fletcher and Robert MacDermid
point out in their commentaries), the
government clearly believed that this
message of “more spending” was nec-
essary in order to secure its re-election.
But the result is that the government
lacks a mandate to implement any fur-
ther restructuring in these areas, which
will make implementation of significant
change extremely difficult.

One cannot help but contrast the ini-
tial six months following the 1995 elec-
tion to the corresponding period in
1999. In 1995, the government hit the
ground running, calling the legislature
back into immediate sitting. By late July,
less than 60 days after the election, it
had tabled a “mini-budget” imposing
major cuts in proposed government
spending, particularly in the welfare
area. In contrast, in 1999, the legislature
was not called back into session until
over four months after the election. The
short fall sitting featured a modest legis-
lative agenda before the legislature went
back into recess.

Thus, all indications to this point are
that Mike Harris’s second term is likely
to be much different than his first. Yet
the issues and challenges facing the
government—particularly in the area of
education and training—appear even
more pressing today than they were
four years ago. As many of our com-
mentators suggest, how the govern-
ment responds to those challenges will
continue to be keenly watched, not only
in Ontario but across the country.
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