The Harris legacy: A conjecture

Is it too soon to begin thinking about
the Harris legacy in Ontario? | am sure
Mike Harris would think so. After all, he
is only part way through his second
term and—who knows?—he may yet run
for a third.

But let’s give it a try, anyway. Twenty
years hence, what will people think was
the most important thing the Harris gov-
ernment did during its term of office?
There are certain obvious candidates.

One, clearly, would be the main
plank of the “Common Sense Revolu-
tion” (CSR)—the simultaneous reduc-
tion of the deficit and taxes. The govern-
ment has been successful in doing this
partly through the blind luck of being in
- office when the provincial economy re-
turned to health. Nevertheless, if poli-
tics is in part the mastery of events by
will, Harris and his colleagues should
be given credit for a bold—many said at
the time, foolhardy—determination to
do this, come what may, and for making
people believe that they would do what-
ever it takes to achieve this double-
barreled goal.

Another candidate would be the in-
troduction and implantation in Ontario
political life of the neo-liberal ideology,
which has swept much of the Western
world. It would have come to the prov-
ince in some form and at some time in
any case, no doubt, but the Tories im-
posed it on Ontario with an unapolo-
getic exuberance that has clearly
marked their tenure of office as a turn-
ing point. Neo-liberal thinking has be-
come the defining paradigm of this his-
torical moment, shaping the opinions
even of those who oppose it, and cut-
ting the channels within which most sig-
nificant political debate occurs. It won’t
last forever, but there’s no denying that
it is very big right now.

A third candidate would be the bas-
ket of social-policy upheavals the gov-
ernment has inflicted on the province.
The reorganization, consolidation, and
program interventions in the health
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care and education fields were among
the most controversial initiatives of the
Harris government’s first term. Yet, de-
spite all the sound and fury, I do not
think these policy shifts amounted to a
root-and-branch transformation of our
health and education systems. It is pos-
sible that the second term will see a
deeper penetration and a more pro-
found transformation of these policy
fields but, so far, that has not happened.

These are all plausible candidates,
but [ would pick none of them as the
thing for which the Harris Conservative
government will be most remembered
20 years from now.

I think this government will be re-
membered most for what it did to To-
ronto. | think that Harris may have inad-
vertently breathed life into a sleeping
giant, which will, in time, rise to chal-
lenge many of the existing institutions
whose dominance we take for granted.

For decades, government after gov-

ernment evaded its responsibilities in
Toronto; the political structures of the
Toronto area became increasingly ob-
solete as the metropolis grew. Finally,
Premier Harris and his cabinet—almost
casually, it seemed—decided to take
the proverbial bull by the horns. Apart
from the vaguest of references in the
CSR to potential municipal efficiency
gains, neither the bull nor the horns
was prefigured in the Tories’ 1995 elec-
toral platform. Yet the creation of the
new Toronto may prove to be the real
revolution.

You may applaud or condemn what
the Tories have done. You may lament,
as | do, that a much stronger GTA au-
thority was not created. But the long-
term impact of this municipal restructur-
ing is likely to be profound. And not
only in Toronto proper—or improper, if
you prefer. The 905 belt is already re-
thinking its arrangements, living as it
does in the shadow of a giant—witness
the proposals of suburban mayors to
abolish regional government and re-
duce the number of cities in the region.

If the size of the electoral base de-
fines the size of the political office, the
mayor of Toronto occupies the biggest
office in the land. Elected by a constitu-
ency of almost 2.5 million people, the
mayor is without rival in the number of
people he directly represents. What is
more, the people he represents are an
intensely concentrated, wealthy popu-
lation with their hands on the country’s
most important levers of power in fi-
nance, industry, and communications.
If the creation of the new Toronto
makes it possible for this community to
rise to a full consciousness of its power
and its distinctive interests, the impact
on the province and on the country
may be profound.

Yes, | hear you saying, but the mu-
nicipalities in this country, including the
Municipality of Toronto, are political
pygmies, with scant financial strength
and few political resources, dependent
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for their existence and survival on the
provincial governments whose crea-
tures they are. That is true, and the will-
ingness of provincial governments to
download real political power matching
the offloading of social responsibilities
is next to non-existent. However, events
sometimes have a way of gathering their
own momentum, and a reform de-
signed with one end in mind—in the
case of Toronto, shifting social responsi-
bilities to the local level and forcing eco-
nomic efficiencies—can have unin-
tended consequences. Already you
hear talk of making the GTA a province;
the January issue of Safurday Night has
a feature story on “Torontonia,” devel-
oping this idea in some detail.

Just talk, you say. Yes, for the mo-
ment, it is. But very large metropolitan
centres will be the magnets in the 2lst
century that attract people, money, and
global linkages. The dispersion of power

that is a consequence of the forces of
globalization and of the implementation
of neoliberal ideology is being felt at the
provincial level as well as in Ottawa.
Who or what is receiving this power?
People tend to think the recipients
are the private sector, transnational cor-
porations, international trade agree-
ments and other regulatory regimes,
and emergent global institutions. So
they are. But large cities are the benefici-

aries of this shift as well, and the Harris
government’s decision to endow Cana-
da’s largest city with a much more co-
herent political structure is freighted
with significance for the long-term fu-
ture of our province and our country. If
I'm right, people in 2020 will look back
and say of the Harris administration in
Ontario: “That’'s when Toronto started
to flex its muscles as a real political
force in the country.” W

1999 CONSTITUTIONAL CASES

Analysis of the Supreme Court of Canada Decisions

For the past two years, Osgoode Hall Law School has made national headlines with its cutting-
edge analysis of the latest trends in the constitutional decisions of the Supreme Court of Canada,
and this third annual constitutional law conference promises to do the same. Don’t miss this oppor-
tunity to listen to a stellar group of legal practitioners and academics provide their frank and thought-
ful criticisms and insights on the impact of the most important legal decisions of the year.

WHO SHOULD ATTEND: Federal and provincial ministry counsel, Lawyers in private practice,
Public agency lawyers and representatives whose practice involves constitutional law, Advocacy
association counsel and human rights issues representatives, Law professors, Government policy
makers, and Other academics with an interest in law and the role of the courts

FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE CALL (416) 650-8180 or TOLL-FREE 1-888-923-3394.
ONLINE REGISTRATION: www.law.yorku.ca/pdp/cle.him
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