
DUFFERS OR PROS?
SOME OBSERVATIONS ON THE
GOVERNMENT OF MIKE HARRIS
BY JUDY REBICK

The tragedy of errors around
Bill 26, the Ontario govern­
ment's authoritarian omnibus
legislation, reveals a great deal
about Mike Harris's govern­
ment. Drunk with power and
initially overconfident, the
government has shown itself
to be inexperienced and in­
competent in its handling of
the omnibus Bill. It may be
easy to get elected on slogans,
but it is infinitely more diffi­
cult to govern with them. And
slogans are much of what
holds the Harris government
together.

They were elected on a
platform of a few simple ideas:
cut welfare and make the poor
work for their money, repeal
the "quota" (employment eq­
uity) Bill, massively reduce
government spending, and cut
provincial taxes by 30 percent.
Unlike the Reform party, Har­
ris did not campaign on a par­
ticularly populist democratic
program, but most people vot­
ing for him did not expect the
authoritarianism that is the
inevitable result of his simplis­
tic form of fiscal conservatism.

That Harris has simultane­
ously taken on almost every
group in Ontario society, with
the notable exception of the
business elite, is no doubt as
much due to naivete as to au­
thoritarianism. Harris is fol­
lOWing the advice of the New
Zealand champions of slash­
and-burn, hit-them-hard-and­
fast, and don't blink. He is fol­
lowing the example of Ralph
Klein, and then some. But
Mike Harris is no Ralph Klein,
and Ontario is no Alberta.
Harris is an ideo!ogue, Klein a
master politician; Harris has

been a true-blue fiscal con­
servative as long as anyone re­
members; Klein is simply rid­
ing the right winds of slash­
and-burn. Harris is surrounded
by neophyte New Right Wun­
derkinder who understand lit­
tle of practical politics. And, of
course, Ontario has a strong
and vibrant left, including,
most importantly, a powerful

To Mike Harris, everyone
who disagrees with him is a

"special interest group."
From doctors to welfare

recipients, from lawyers to
tenants, from mayors to
child-care workers­

every last one is aspecial
interest group speaking for
a poweiful minority. Only
Harris and his government
speak for the majority -

the elusive taxpayer.

labour movement and a well­
organized women's move­
ment.

TAX CUT AND OTHER MANTRAS
To Mike Harris, everyone who
disagrees with him is a "special
interest group." From doctors
to welfare recipients, from
lawyers to tenants, from may­
ors to child-care workers ­
every last one is a special inter­
est group speaking for a pow­
erful minority. Only Harris
and his government speak for
the majority - the elusive tax­
payer.

When you challenge most
of Harris's ministers, you get
back the mantra: "Ontario is
spending $1 million an hour
more than we are taking in and
we have to cut." If the urgent
need to slash government
spending is the reason for the
excessive powers given to
cabinet ministers in Bill 26,
how do they explain the pro­
posed tax cut? As opposition
members have pointed out,
the tax cut will cost $4-6 bil­
lion in revenue, compared
with about $8 billion in spend­
ing cuts. This does not even
take into account the loss of
revenue that will be caused by
massive layoffs in the publiC
and para-public sectors. Their
answer is another mantra: 'Tax
cuts will put more money into
the pockets of the taxpayer
and that will create more jobs."
No evidence, just a slogan.
Even the most skilled minis­
ters, like Finance Minister
Ernie Eves, are unable to ex­
plain the mystery. When re­
porters asked him how many
jobs would be lost due to his
spending cuts, he had no
answer.

The repetition of simplistic
slogans has become a habit for
politicians in the age of sound
bites. But without a more so­
phisticated strategy behind
the slogans, a government
cannot accomplish much.
Harris's intention to carry out
a radical New Right agenda at
lightning speed faces a major
roadblock - the democratic
process.

ASSAULT ON DEMOCRACY
As many have pointed out, Bill
26 is an assault on democracy,
an assault on many levels.
First, and most obViously, the
rush to pass the Bill means that
the usual political process of
debate through public hear­
ings and the legislature has
been short-circuited. If it had
not been for an extraordinary
opposition sit-in in the legis­
lature, there would have been

no debate at all on this 200­
page Bill.

But shortcutting debate is
not the only way in which Bill
26 undermines democracy.
The publiC sector is composed
of a series of autonomous insti­
tutions, such as hospitals, uni­
versities, school boards, and
Crown corporations. These
institutions rely on govern­
ment funding, but are gov­
erned by independent boards.
Bill 26 begins the transfer of
their powers into the hands of
cabinet ministers and their
bureaucrats.

Bill 26 also totally under­
mines the bargaining power of
public-sector unions, espe­
cially those in essential service
areas. By requiring arbitrators
to take into account the gov­
ernment's or institution's abil­
ity to pay, the Bill enslires that
arbitrators will be no better
than representatives of the
employer. These measures,
when added to the Draconian
anti-labour Bill passed earlier
in the government's mandate,
are a further undermining of
democracy.

The power-grab by the ex­
ecutive branch of the govern­
ment represented by this Bill is
breathtaking. Numerous deci­
sions that were previously
made through the legislature,
or at least in consultation with
appropriate stakeholders, can
now be made unilaterally by
the minister.

The courts are another
limit on the power of govern­
ment. Although the Harris
government can do nothing to
amend the Charier ofRights and
Freedo»ls, it can, and does in Bill
26, limit the right of appeal to
the courts of a series of gov­
ernment decisions. Some aca­
demics claim this aspect of the
Bill will be found to be un­
constitutional. After all, if you
remove the right of citizens to
appeal government decisions

continued on page 59
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Instead of developing
orderly change and a

comprehensive strategy to
restructure the university

system, the government has
just slashed.

its opening position, McMas­
ter University's administration
proposed to the faculty asso­
ciation a nine percent reduc­
tion of salaries while preserv­
ing career progress and merit
increments.

The November 29 econ­
omic statement signals a new
era for Ontario's universities.
Instead of developing orderly
change and a comprehensive
strategy to restructure the uni­
versity system, the govern­
ment has just slashed. Even
before this round of cuts, On­
tario chronically proVided
some of the lowest levels of
funding of any province. A
greater burden has been
placed on the individual stu­
dent. Although this action
may be in keeping with the
trend toward a greater user­
pay ethos across many sectors
and serves to bring Ontario
closer to some American
states, the proVince's enviable
post-secondary participation
levels and the quality of teach­
ing and research are bound to
suffer.

The cuts are bad enough,
but that they appear so
thoughtless makes them that
much harder to accept. •

Donald C. Wallace is senior
policy analyst in the Office of the
Vice President (Academic Affairs)
at York University.

to the judiciary, you are under­
mining a fundamental civil
right.

We expected a government
hellbent on cuts. We expected
a government that would fa­
vour the rich and powerful,
and undermine the organized
power of poor and working
people. We expected a gov­
ernment that would work
against equality rights, but we
did not expect a government
that would so cavalierly ignore
a generation's worth of demo­
cratic processes and principles.
We should have.

If Harris believes his own
propaganda about the debt
crisis, democracy gets in the
way of a qUick solution. Com­
mittee hearings, consultations,
and court appeals get in the
way of slash-and-burn solu­
tions. So it makes sense that
the government, belieVing it­
self to have the support of the
people, will do away with as
much of this democratic proc­
ess as possible.

A government that claims
to reduce its size is systemati­
cally increasing its power. Any
thinking right-winger will
surely understand that a more
left-leaning government could
use these same powers in the
future to once again expand
the size of government, or in­
troduce regulations to pro­
mote more equity in the mar­
ketplace.

AGOVERNMENT IN TROUBLE
Harris and friends are no
doubt worried about the level
of protest in the province. In
the few short months of their
reign, there has been a massive
demonstration on the day of
the Throne Speech; an ex­
traordinary sit-in by opposi­
tion parties; an unprecedented
one-day strike in London, On­
tario, to be followed by one in
Hamilton; protests from reli-

gious groups; constant demon­
strations around the province
wherever the premier appears;
and almost daily rallies at
Queen's Park, including a huge
teachers' demonstration. No
government can withstand
this level of protest in a demo­
cratic society.

Perhaps it's Wishful think­
ing, but I believe this govern­
ment is already in trouble.
Government ministers and ad-

They are between arock
and ahard place with their

promised tax cut.
Economists are warning
that it will increase the

deficit. Social activists are
decrying the unfairness of
cutting the income of the
poor so drastically while

giving the rich more money.

visers seem to have been cho­
sen more for their ideology
than their skill. They have
handled the controversy
around Bill 26 with less than
aplomb. No one, including
the premier himself, seems to
know what is in the massive
Bill. The 160 amendments do
nothing to c;hange the essence
of the power-grabbing nature
of the Bill, but show how
poorly drafted it was from the
beginning. They are between
a rock and a hard place with
their promised tax cut. Econo­
mists are warning that it will
increase the deficit. Social ac­
tivists are decrying the unfair­
ness of cutting the income of
the poor so drastically while
giVing the rich more money.
Workfare, a key election

promise, will prove too expen­
sive and unworkable.

So what we are Witnessing
is a government on ideological
autopilot, given to fits of ex­
treme arrogance one day, and
shuffling incompetence the
next. Their early heartless at­
tacks on the poor provoked
immediate active opposition
among those ideologically op­
posed to them. Their recent
fumbling move to centralize
power has no doubt raised se­
rious questions among many
who supported them.

As an ideologue, Harris is
unlikely to retreat from his
agenda, but it may not be folly
to hope for a somewhat more
cautious approach in the days
to come. •

Judy Rebick is former president of
NAC and co-host of the CBC
program Face-Off.
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