
Ontario and the global challenge 

A fter four intense years, marked by 
sharp new policy directions, violent 

protests and mass demonstrations, and 
a six-month pre-election period satu­
rated with government and Conserva­
tive party advertising, quiescence 
seems to have enveloped Ontario. Au­
tumnal commentary about Ontario poli­
tics has been an elaboration of one 
theme. The "Common Sense Revolu­
tion" (CSR) of 1995 has died, replaced 
by managerial preoccupations-the poli­
tics of tidying up. 

The premier's rare visibility and the 
lack of stirring avowals and rousing de­
nunciations ( other than of squeegee 
kids) from his cabinet colleagues 
prompted the view that the revolution is 
over. The potency of the received wis­
dom apparently was of sufficient bother 
that the scribes who produced the re­
cent speech from the throne took pains 
to assert that the party in government 
was not the government, but rather op­
posed to government; this in a document 
with over 80 references to government. 

The commentators' easy consensus 
that exhausted revolutionaries have be­
come functionaries and routinizers is un­
fortunate. It diverts attention from a 
number of compelling decisions that are 
before them. Perhaps the commentators 
may be cA~.u"'cu. in the election the par­
ties barely said anything beyond in­
creased health and education spending. 

The Tory election strategy was 
straightforward. Of likely voters, for ex­
ample, they had a lock on 35 percent, 
45 percent were unalterably opposed, 
and 20 percent were uncertain. If half of 
the last group voted PC, victory was as­
sured. The subtext of the Harris cam­
paign was powerful and reassuring-On­
tario, compared with 1995, was much 
healthier, evidenced simply by its 
mantra "jobs up, taxes down." 

Liberal leader Dalton McGuinty's 
campaign, initially faltering and marked 
by an unimpressive debate perform­
ance, caught fire in the last stages. The 
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effect was to deflate the NDP vote, out­
side of the ridings where the party was 
the clear leader, by consolidating oppo­
sition votes in the Liberal camp. 

Four things are noteworthy about 
the election. Mike Harris broke the pat­
tern of one-term majority governments 
that had marked the last three elec­
tions. Second, strategic voting (where 
voters pass over their preferred choices 
in order to defeat, say, the Tories) was 
unusually important. The NDP, with its 
vote plummeting eight points to 12.5 
percent, won nine seats. The Liberals 
increased both their vote and seats, 
and in so doing achieved their second­
best overall result since World War IL 
Third, despite the intensity of Ontario's 
politics in the last few years, voter turn-
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out was in the low 60s, consistent with 
the last four elections. 

Last, Tory triumphalism has obscured 
the narrowness of the election. To be 
sure, the PC vote increased marginally 
from 1995, to just over 45 percent. How­
ever, the transposition of 1995 results on 
the new seats shows a drop from ( more 
or less) 73 seats to 59. 

What lies ahead? Electorally, much 
rests on the NDP's ability to recover. 
Failing an NDP revival, the theory of 
party competition suggests that the To­
ries will move to the centre in their policy 
choices, if not in rhetoric. Smoothing the 
rough edges of the CSR makes it harder 
for the Liberals to stir hostility. 

However, the Tory government faces 
severe policy challenges. Their bedrock 
commitment is to continue cutting taxes. 
The party's manifesto promised a 20 
percent cut to personal income tax and 
a 20 percent cut in the province's share 
of municipal taxes. A balanced budget 
is slated for the next fiscal year. 

The premier said this past summer 
that $1 billion will be cut from govern­
ment spending, but not from education 
or health, which will have a 20 percent 
increase in the next four years. The 
Harris government has already made 
significant spending cuts in a number of 
ministries, so it is difficult to see where 
more reductions will come from. 

Post-secondary education is a big 
problem for the Tories. For three dec­
ades Conservative, Liberal, and NDP 
governments have maintained that 
there will be a place in an Ontario insti­
tution for every qualified student. That 
policy has resulted in one of the highest 
participation rates in the world. 

The funding approach taken by Harris 
has been to increase tuition fees, allow 
tuition deregulation in selected pro­
grams, and target funds in certain fields, 
such as electrical engineering and com­
puter science. The basic operating grant 
has been untouched, so that Ontario 
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has fallen far behind American and 
other Canadian jurisdictions. With tui­
tion and special funding factored in, 
Ontario ranks fourth or fifth in Canada. 

Because of the demographic boom, 
higher participation rates, and work­
place demands the increased demand 
in the next decade for post-secondary 
education will be astronomical. Esti­
mates from the Council of Ontario Uni­
versities (which represents the prov­
ince's publicly funded institutions) sug­
gest that the system will have to expand 
by 30 to 40 percent. At a time when the 
supply of new professors is clearly insuf­
ficient for the positions that have to be 
filled, newly minted PhDs are receiving 
offers from leading American and Euro­
pean universities far beyond anything 
that Ontario's universities can match. 

There is also the question of the ap­
propriateness of Ontario's approach to 
economic growth. The government's 
preoccupation is the province's ability 
to compete globally; its core belief is 
that lowering taxes, cutting redtape, and 
easing regulatory requirements will at­
tract the investment necessary to sus­
tain economic growth. 

One test case will be in the area of 
research policy. Quebec, British Colum­
bia, and Alberta have disavowed a 
laissez-faire approach. Leading Ameri­
can states have taken the flagship route 
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by using public investment to position 
their institutions as world leaders. On­
tario has taken a few halting steps toward 
the development of a research policy, 
but it lags behind most jurisdictions. 

Ontario will soon make decisions that 
will have enormous consequences. It 
may retreat from its commitment to pub­
licly funded higher education by allow­
ing private universities to operate freely. 
Another route is to change Ontario's 
community colleges (which are much 
cheaper on a per-student basis than are 
universities) into degree-granting institu­
tions. These policy instruments may 
solve the funding problem but do not 
address the research infrastructure is-

sue. Reduction of high participation rates 
is possible through inertia. Without sig­
nificant funding changes, by the mid-
2000s high school students will need 
averages in the 80 percent range to find 
a place in Ontario's universities, where 
high-quality programs will be few. 

The Ontario Tories talk about inter­
national competitiveness, high-value in­
dustries, a highly skilled workforce, and 
their goal of ensuring that the province 
is the pre-eminent place for investment 
and economic growth. 

The question: Will Ontario's rhetoric 
about being ready for the new knowl­
edge-based economy be matched by 
the appropriate policies? ♦ 
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volatility, throughout its history, Ontario 
has tended to elect long-term govern­
ments. In the 20th century it has also 
tended to elect Conservative govern­
ments. The period of electoral volatility 
from 1985 to 1995 was clearly an excep­
tion, and in 1999 a new equilibrium ap­
pears to have been established. 

When the Harris Conservatives were 
first elected in 1995, their victory resem­
bled previous Liberal and NOP victories 
in that it resulted from a sudden late up­
surge in voter support. It was by no 
means obvious that the coalition of in-
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terests that brought the Conservatives to 
power would not quickly disintegrate, 
just as earlier Liberal and NOP coali­
tions had done. In 1999, however, not 
only did the Conservatives retain the 
same share of the popular vote ( 45 per­
cent) that they won in 1995, their support 
was based on the same regional and so­
cioeconomic sections of the electorate. 
The new Conservative coalition has thus 
proved to be much more solid than the 
constructs that briefly propelled the Lib­
erals and NOP to power but proved too 
evanescent to keep them there. 

The demographics of the new Con­
servative coalition are well known. Mem­
bers tend to be somewhat older than 
the electorate as a whole and fewer are 
women. They also tend to have above­
average incomes and education and to 
be employed in technical, professional, 
managerial, financial, and other informa­
tion-based occupations. Many are highly 
skilled workers in advanced manufac­
turing industries. Double-income fami­
lies are the norm. They are stereotypic­
ally concentrated in the 905 code area 
surrounding Toronto, but every city in 
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