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Drastic change was contemplated by The Common Sense Revolution (CSR), the
election manifesto that brought Mik e Harri s to power as premier of Ontario in
1995; the Harris government implemented drastic change; ther efore the CSR
explains what the Harris gover nment has done. The fact that this syllogism is
logically flawed should be obvious. The aim of this paper, however, isto go
beyond formal logic and show that, with respect to the Harris-government’s
municipal policies, its substance is flawed as wdl. Although Harris has brought
dramatic changeto Ontario municipalities, such change was not the result of the
CSR. On municipal issues, the CSR was too vague to account for any of the
policies subsequently implemented. The CSR promised only that “any actions
we take will not result in increases to local property taxes that “ regional and
municipal levels’ of government should be* rationalize[d].. .to avoid overlap and
duplication that now exists’; and that “ we will sit down with municipdities to
discuss ways of reducing government entanglement and bureaucracy with an eye
to eliminating waste and duplication & well & unfair downloading by the
province” (Progressive Party of Ontario 1994).

At great palitical cost, the government launched amassivecampaign in late
1995 to promote municipal amalgamation outside Metropolitan Toronto and in
1997 to compel it within, all the while leaving politically unpopular regional
governments untouched (until late 1999 at lead). In 1997 it also realigned
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provincia and municipal taxation and service responsibilities in such a way as
to make the system more confused and entangled than ever before. Finaly, it
adopted a new property-tax assessment system, effectivein 1998, that will | ead
to dramatic tax increasesfor many of its grongest supporters. How did it arrive
at this remarkable series of outcomes?

Amalgamations Outgde Toronto

Speaking in Fergus, Ontario in the autumn of 1994, only a fev morths before
the el ection tha brought himto power, Mike Harris had thisto say about muni c-
ipal amalgamations:

“There is no cost to a municipality to maintain its name and identity.
Why destroy our rootsand pride? | disagree with restructuring because
it believes that bigger is better. Services dways cost more in larger
communities. The issue is to find out how to distribute savices fairly
and equally without duplicating services’ (Barber 1997a).

Two months afte becoming premier, Mr. Harris addressed the annual meeting
of the Association of Municipal ities of Ontario (AMO). He made no reference
to the need for any form of municipal restructuring (Ontario n.d. a).

The new minister of municipa affarsand housing, Al Leach, addressed the
same conference the day before. He made one refer ence to municipal amalgam-
ation:

“There is no solution tha’s going towork everywhere But there aea
lot of measures that can make a difference: successful amalgamations,
for example-- like the one that created the Town of New Tecumseth;
there’ sannexations, sharing services, deciding what services should be
provided; there'sthe cost management goproach used so well by Pitts-
burgh Township; and there's government restructuring. | want to say
| am fully committed to getting the province off your back” (Ontario
n.d.b).

Thereference to New Tecumsah was notacddental . To ooind de with the AMO
meeting, Mr. Leach published afl ashy pamphlet (completewith hi sown pictur €)
reporting on the results of an internal ministry study that purported to demon-
strate cost savings from the amalgamation. Prominently displ ayed in the pam-
phlet, unde the heading “L ess Government” was the statement that the total
number of municipal councillors had been reduced from 22 to nine (Sancton
19964).

New Tecumseth is in south Simcoe County, northwest of Toronto. It re-
sulted from legislation sponsored by the Peterson Liberals. Discussing similar
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legislation for north Simcoe sponsor ed by the Rae NDP government in 1993, the
local conservative memba, Jim Wilson, (one of Leach’'s cabinet colleagues at
the time of the 1995 AMO meeting) had this to say:

“1"ve spent the last several months reviewing al the regional govern-
mentsin Ontario, many of which wereimposed by my party in the past,
so believe me, | come to this with some experience and the south
Simcoe experience to date. There are no cost savings. Bigger is not
better. The government cannot point to an area of thisprovince, includ-
ing south Simcoe, where amalgamating departments [sic] has resulted
in savingstothe raepayer. It does not exist. In fact, history showsthat
smaller units ae more effident.... | to thisday canna find anyone in
Tottenham, Beeton, Alliston or Tecumseth township who liked restruc-
turing. They do not like it, including a number of people on council.
We've had al kinds of problems....” (Ontario 1993: S181-S182).

If thelocal conservative member was sceptical of the amalgamation’s bene-
fits, and if the party was not in any way committed to a policy of municipal
amal gamation, why was Mr. Leach touting it within a few weeks of his appoint-
ment to office? One possible answe is that officids in the minigry skilfully
convinced him that the CSR could best be implemented in his portfolio through
apolicy of municipal amalgamations. Since they had already conducted astudy
showing that New Tecumseth saved money and since it indisputably involved
fewer local paliticians, it could not have been difficult to convert municipal
amalgamation -- a longstanding objective of the ministry since the 1960s -- into
a policy that was congstent with the CSR call for less government.

Municipal amal gamations didnot clearly appear onthe Harrisgovernment’s
public agenda until November 29, 1995, the day on which Bill 26, the Savings
and Restructuring Act, was first made public. Schedule M of Bill 26 defined
municipal restructuring in terms of various forms of annexation and amalgam-
ation (and separation of a munidpality from a county); established a procedure
for municipalities to arrive at locally-agreed restructuring arrangements; and
provided for the appointment, in the case of local disagreement, of acommission
which would itsel f have the power itself to impose new boundariesand structures
within the affected area In his book Promised Land: Inside the Mike Harris
Revolution, John Ibbitson states that, for Tony Clement (now Harris minister
of the environment) “It quickly becameclear ... that the gover nment had been
shafted by the bureauaats. ‘ The bureaucracy tended to put in every item that had
been on the shdf for the past five years .... It was amost like a wish list’”
(Ibbitson 1996: 145).

Certainly the provisons about municipal amalgamaion ssem much more
similar to what one would expect from the ministry’s wish list rather than from
conservative MPPs and the formulaors of the CSR Regardless of their party
platforms, previous ministers of municipal affairs always ended up promoting
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municipal amalgamation, but with only limited success. The Liberals caLtiously
advanced the idea that rural municipalities within traditional counties should
amalgamate with each other. They sponsored ama gamation legislation in the
Sarniaarea and in south Simae. The NDP did the same for north Simcoe. The
notion of having local restructuring disputes sdtled by a commissiona with
binding authority seemsto have emerged from the NDP' s experiencein settling
a longstanding annexation digoute in London (Sancton 1998). Because of this
behaviour by previous governments, and in the absence of any pressure for
amalgamationfrom any interest groups, circumstantial evidence suggeststhat we
should look to the public service as a source for the Harris gover nment’s com-
mitment to municipal analgamation. Not surprisingly, individual public servants
have not publicly express views in their own right, but anyone who has talked
with them knowsthat they generally believethat small municipalities need to
merge together and tha periodic -- if not continual — municipal restructuring is
a good thing.

Why do public sevants within Ontario’ sministry of municipal affairs have
such a predisposition toward amalgamation and restructuring. The answer
probably relates to their “glory days’ of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Prior
to this period, the ministry was little more than a mechanism for collecting
financial information and insuring that various provincial laws and regulations
were properly enforced. But, starting in the 1960s, it became accepted wisdom
that municipalities could be harnessed to promae and shgpe Ontario’ s economic
growth. To do this, however, they had to be appropriately structured: hence the
move towards two-tier regional governments. In the mid-1970s howeve,
provincia politicians of al parties lost confi dence in municipal restructuring,
both as a policy tool and as an attractive political proposition. From then until
the mid-1990s, the ministry of municipal affairs suffered from having too little
to do. Everything changed, however, with the passage of Bill 26.

The CSR emphasized concerns about too many “levels’ of government, and
made special reference to concernsabout overl ap between “ regional and munici-
pal” governments. Significantly, however, the municipal restructuring provi-
sions of Bill 26 specifically excluded any part of the province covered by atwo-
tier metropolitan (Toronto), regional, or district (Muskoka) government. On
various occasions Al Leach tried to explain this aspect of the bill. Here are two
examples:

“| should point out that regions and therestructured Oxford county ae
not included in the new process. This is because many regions ae
already actively involved in their own restructuring process and some,
such as Ottawa-Carleton, recently completed the job of restructuring.
Oxford county has done that as well, and that is why it is excluded
from the new legislation” (Ontario 1995a).

Therehave been no major municipal-boundary changes within Ottawa-Carleton
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and Oxford for many years. It was not clear what Mr. L each meant by restruc-
turing. A few days later he sdd:

“The structure of municipalities in Ontario today has an origin which
dates back to the 1840s. While some municipalities have reformed in
the context of regional governments, the structuresof others are badly
outdated and inefficient. Some of these municipdities might want to
look at restructuring as ameans of managing with lessmoney” (Ontario
1995b).

Here the argument seemed to be that, because regiond governments are them-
selves “reformed” ingtitutions, they need not be subject to further restructuring
under the terms of Bill 26. Such a message, if indeed it represented what the
minister wanted to say, seemedin direct conflid with the termsof the CSR.

By early April 1997, mor e than ayear after the Bill-26 procedures had been
in place, therehad been rdatively little action with respect to municipal restruc-
turing. The minister had approved 21 plans which, in total, had reduced the
number of municipalities by 50 (out of atotal of 815) (Ontario 1997a). After this
time, the pace of municipd submissionsquickened This was no doubt due to
two important developments:

» Thegovernment had, in December 1996 announceditsintention to lggislate
the merger of al the municipalities within Metropolitan Toronto; and

» Attheendof April thefirst commission appointed under Bill 26 ordered the
amalgamation of the City of Chatham with all municipdities within Kent
county.

WhileMr. Leach could claimthat Toronto was aspecial case and that the request
for acommissionhad come from politicians within Kent county, many municipal
| eaders outside these areas considered these two developments as clear evidence
that, if they did not restructure themsel ves, the government would do it for
them. Many of the subsequent restructuring planswerecarried out unde aform
of perceived duress.

The Chatham-Kent case desaves attention, not just for its influence on
subsequent municipal behavi our, but also becauseit has been the most dramatic
and extensiveof all therestructurings carried out under the provisions of Bill 26.
From April 1996 until January 1997, local politiciansin Kent county had de-
bated every conceivable alternative form of structure -- from abolishing the
county to merging all county municipalitiesinto one. Theonly option that failed
to win any degree of support was theideathat acompletemerger should include
the city of Chatham. On January 22, 1997, a deputy reeve died of aheart attack
on the floor of the county council while defending the county’s continued exis-
tence. A week later a majority of members boycotted the next meeti ng, which
was the last opportunity to arrive at aloca decision. Seven municipalities had
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already asked for a commissi on to be appointed but Mr. Leach had postponed
action until it was clear that local agreement was not possibl e.

When he appointed a oneman commisson on February 6, Mr. Leach
prescribed that the areain question include both the city and the county (Ontario
1997b). This was probably the single most important decision in the enitire
process -- and it was clearly taken by the government, not the commissioner.
After issuing an initial report in which he had narrowed the choicesto atwo-tier
system including the city or a one-tier system including the city, the commis-
siorer, Peta Meyboom, reported on April 28 that he had chosen the one-ti er
option. He acknowledged that only one of the 23 affected municipalities, the
Township of Tilbury East, supported his choice (Ontario 1997c¢).

Thecommissioner’ sdecision gparked predi ctabl e statements of outrage from
various municipal politicians -- but after afew days the storm passed. Part of the
explanation for this is that both politidans and administraors realised they
would soon be jockeying for position in the new structure and no one wanted to
diminish their chancesby arguing that it wasillegitimate. Another reason isthat
the Toronto megacity battle was going on at the same time and, in comparison,
Chatham-Kent seemed insignificart. But, unlike Toronto, amalgametion in
Chatham-Kent did not require an act of the legdlature; it merged entities (the
city and the county) that were not previously linked for locd-government pur-
poses; and it included a city, atown (Wallaceburg), vill ages, and rural town-
ships.

Thereal lesson from Chatham-Kent isthat amalgamation was accepted, even
though it was not popular. Residents demondrated remarkaly little public
concern about the loss of their local governments as aresult of one person’s
decison. It was as though people in thearea felt that they desaved a form of
punishment or strong medicine becausetheir municipdities had benaved badly
by not restructuring themsel ves bef ore acommissioner was brought in. Remark-
ably, the government’s claims that the appointment of a commissioner was a
response to local wishes and tha it was not responsible for the content of his
dedsion seam to have been accepted. Thefad remaing howeve': never before
in Ontario (or in any other liberal-democratic jurisdiction it seems) has one
person had the authority -- and used it — to so dramatically alter an establ ished
system of lacal government.

From April 1997 onward, Chatham-Kent became the horri ble example that
no one else wanted to follow. Counties scurried to get on with restructuring so
that they would avoid a commissioner. For many, the main object was to devise
a plan that would not involve becoming linked with a populous urban centre
whose residents could dominate thelocal politicd process. Ironically, if all the
parties involved were convinced that no one in their group would request a
commissoner, the urgency to take action was greatly reduced. This probably
explains why some aress acted and others did not.

Prior to the passage of Bill 26, there were 815 municipal ities in Ontario.
Except for the creation of the megacity in Toronto, al of the muni cipal restruc-
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turings approved by the Harris government have been brought about under the
provisions of Bill 26. As of July 13, 1999, the number of municipalities in
Ontario has been reduced under Bill 26 by 229 and the number of elected munic-
ipal officials by 1059. Somewere clearly defensive: assessment-rich townships
merged with each other so that they could avoid pressure to share their assess-
ment with poor er neighbours. Thisexplains why thereis already talk in ministry
circles of the need for “re-restructurings’. The general pattern, however, has
been that villages or towns have merged with naghbouring townships, despite
longstanding local views that they were best kept separate dueto significartly
different needs for municipal services. The basic trade-off has been that the
village or townsharesitsriche tax basein return for political dominance (throu-
gh representation by popul ation on the new coundl) and for new room for urban
expansion.

Except for Chatham, Kingston, Belleville, Peterbor ough and Trenton, no
other Ontario cities have been affected by Bill 26. Second to Chatham, the
changes in Trenton were the most dramatic. The city absorbed a village and two
townships, onein adifferent county. That -- in a sense -- was the good news for
Trenton. The bad newsisthat thecity of Trenton no longer exists. Its new name
isQuinte West (Ontario 1997d). Thefact that this wasthe only restructuring t hat
crossed a county boundary isimportant. For decades there have been conplaints
that county boundaries no longer matched patterns of sdtlement and needed to
be changed. Y et, under Bill 26, the counties wer e the entities wi thin which | ocal
support for restructuring was supposed to be mobilised. Quinte West was able
to expand westward into Northumberland only because the Northumberland
county council agreed. In other areas close to county borders (Ernestown in
Lennox & Addington but closely tied to Kingston and southern Huron county
abutting Grand Bend in Lambton county), inter-county agreement was not
possible and restructurings were approved even though county boundari es still
bisected urban areas that wer e otherwise part of the same urban fabric. 2

Notwithstanding itsinability to expand beyond county boundaries, the city
of Kingston annexed two ne ghbouring townships, including Pittsbur gh, the one
held up by Mr. L each in 1995 as being amodel for municipal cost containment.
Belleville absorbed an entire neighbouring township (Ontario 1997f), and Peter-
borough parts of two (Ontario 1997g). One of the many conplicationsin King-
stonwasthat Pittsburgh township was not unionised. The Harri sgovernment had
to introduce amendments to labour legislation to allow Pittsbur gh employees to
enter the Kingston union with their accumulated seniority rights. The unions
werenot happy. We do not know, however, what Harris cabinet ministersreally
thought about their unintended contribution to increased membership in On-

1. See Ontario (1999). For afull discussion of the process of municipal restructuring in three
rural Ontario counties, see Williams and Downey (1999).
2. For Kingston, see Downey and Williams (1998); for Grand Bend, see Ontario (1997 ¢).
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tario’s public-sector unions.
Table1 showsthesingle-tier citiesin Ontario that have not been affected by
municipal restructuring since 1996. Regional governments were not affected

until TABLE 1 Single-Tier Citiesin Ontario whose Territories are Unaffected by Municipal
Restructuring, 1996-98

London 325,000
Brantford 81,000
St. Thomas 30,000
Windsor 196,000
Owen Sound 20,000
Sarnia 70,000
Brockville 21,000
Stratford 29,000
Pembroke 13,000
Barrie 71,000
Orillia 27,000
Cor nwall 47,000
Guelph 93,000
Elliot Lake 12,000
Sault Ste M arie 81,000
Timmins 46,000
North Bay 56,000
Thunder Bay 114,000
TOTAL 1,332,000
Note: List excludes separated tow ns and the cities of Sarnia (70, 000) and W oodstock

(31,000) both of which, due to actions of previousgovernments, are now part of
two-tier county systems (Lambton and Oxford respectively). The respective territo-
ries of thesecities have not been affected by municipal restructuring between 1996
and 1998.

late 1999 when the legislature approved the Fewer Municipal Paliticians Act.
This law called for the creation of new single-ti er amalgamated munici palities
to replace the two-tier systems in Ottava, Hamilton, and Sudbury.

The M egacity

For the 2.2 million residents of Metro Toronto dramatic change has already been
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experienced.® Effective January 1, 1998 their six area municipalities and one
metropoli tan government were merged to create the new city of Toronto, the
megacity. The origins of the megacity decision are exceptionaly difficult to
determine. On January 5, 1995, the leader of the third paty in the Ontario
legidatur e, appointed the “Mike Harris Task Force on Bringing Common Sense
to Metro” . T he chair was Joyce Trimmer, who had reti red afew months previ-
ousas mayor of Scarborough (Ontario Progressive Caucus 1995). Shewasbéang
actively recruited by Mr. Harris to be a conservative candidae in the approach-
ing election but she adhered to her decision to leave palitics. T here were three
“co-chairs,” Al Leach, Derywn Shea and Morley Kdls, each of whom did turn
out to be a suacessful mnservative candidate in June 1995. The task force con-
ducted six public hearingsin Metro in February and March 1995 but the mem-
bers themselves never met alone to discuss their recommendations. According
to handwritten notes kept by Ms. Trimmer, none of the goproximately thirty
presentations recommended a complete merger, although some suggested that
there shoud be four munidpalities within Metro rathe than six. There wee
frequent referencesto the desirahility of eliminating Metro, or at least to weak-
ening its autharity and reducing itsbudget.

In retrospect, it appears that the existence of the task force might have had
moreto do with preparing for the election than with preparing for government.
Recruiting Ms. Trimmer would have given the Harris campagn considerable
credibility within M etro; she was certainly better known than any of her three
co-chairs. Staff support for the task force came from Mr. Harris' office, notably
David Lindsay and Tony Clement. At one point David Lindsay sent to Ms.
Trimmer “afirst cut at an ‘Interim Report’ from you to Mike” . He wrote that
he was sending “a copy to Mikein North Bay for his comments and suggestions
and | would welcome your thoughts and input”.* Since Ms. Trimmer was the
char, thislast remark seemsto speak eloquently asto how peopleintheleader’s
office viewed the independence of the task force The “first cut” that Mr.
Lindsay referred toincluded drafts of atwo-page covering letter dated March 30,
1995 and a six-page report. The letter listed eight “ findings’ . None specifically
referred to the desirability of eliminging the Metro levd of government.
However, in aseparate paragraph in the letter, the following statement appeared:

“[T]hese observations are leading us to conclude that the Metro level
of government should be eliminated. Responsibility for the delivery of
some services should be moved to the local level; others, such as
transportation, should be structured on an expanded regiora basis
beyond the current Metro boundaries. Some services may haveto be

3. For other accounts of the creation of the megacity, see Horak (1999), Isin and Wolfson (1999)
and T odd (19 98).

4. Handwritten letter from “David” to “Joyce,” no date, but accompanying atyped draft of a
letter from Joyce Trimmer to Micheel Harris dated March 30, 1995.
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assumed by the Province” .

The “interim report” was neve officialy released. Indeed, the four task-
force members never met to disauss it. There is no evidence that any of them
ever signed it. However, on April 3, during a debate on GTA issues sponsor ed
by The Toronto Sar, Mike Harris stated that “ Last Thur sday, the chair, Joyce
Trimmer, presented an update of their work” (The Toronto Star 1995). “Last
Thursday” wasMarch 30, the date of thedraft covering letter. During the debate
Mr. Harris made a number of specific references to the work of the Trimmer
task force He pointed out that the task force concluded that “there are too many
arbitrary political boundaries’ and that thetask forceisleading to the conclusion

“That Metro regional government in its current form must go....
Eliminating Metro government would result in the elimination of
regiona taxation. Under this option, local coundls, would negotiatea
direct payment for their share of thecosts of regional services.... This
may very well lead to the complete elimination of an entire level of
government” (The Toronto Star 1995).

Although it was far from clear in this debate exactly what structura
arrangements Mr. Harris did favour, three points were readily apparent: he
supported the findings of the Trimme task force (which, in any event, were
drafted in his own office); there was no hint of a megacity; and the Metro level
of government was being targeted for elimingion.

Assoon asthe electionwas called, the Trimmer task force effecti vely ceased
to exist, but she was never i nformed. Meanwhile, she continued at her home to
receive written briefs and suggestions as to how Metro could be refor med. Her
phone calls to Mr. Harris office -- later the premier's office -- wae not
returned. On Septembea 19, 1995 she wrote to Premier Harris stating that:

“my attempts to i cit information from your staff as to your direction
with regard to your own task force have been singulaly
unsuccessful.... | still have in my possession many of the submissions
made to your task force. | am sure the presenters of al submissions
would like to think their opi nionswere of value and warr ant better than
ending up in the basement of Joyce Trimmer!”

Despite further phone calls to the premier’ s office, the letter received no reply.

On April 1, 1995, only two days before the leadas' debate on the GTA
sponsored by The Toronto Star Premier Bob Rae created a government Task
Force on the Greater Toronto Area, chaired by Anne Golden. It was during this
same debate that Mr. Harris, in addition to referring to the work of his own
Trimmer task force, promised tha, if he were premier, the Golden task force
would haveto report within120 days. When thishappened on January 16, 1996,
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the Golden report made no mention of even the possibility of amalgamating all
the municipalities within Metropolitan Toronto. Smadler-scale amalgamations
within the GTA were held out as a possbility but the task force concluded that
“the benefitsof amalgamation and consolidationare often over-stated” (Ontario
1996: 212).

That the Harris government would end up taking a different position than
an NDP-appointed government task force is not surprising. That it would go
against the findings of its own pre-election party task force, one of whose
members became minister of Munidpal Affars, requires more analysis. There
areconflicting journal istic accounts of what happened. William Walker, writing
in The Toronto Star on December 21, 1996 relied primarily on an unnamed
official within the Ministry of Municipa Affairs. The officia claimed that
Golden’s plan for a GTA ooundl was rejected early on because “we were
concerned aout creating what would be like a smdl country, let alone asmall
province’ . But, if Harris' election promise was to be delivered by abolishing
Metro, the problem then becamewhat to do about Metro-level services. Walker
guotes David Crombie, whose“Who DoesWhat” panel could not reach internal
agreement on the Metro issug as saying that it was clear tha such Metro
services could not be returned to the municipalities. In fact, Walker claims that
it was Crombie himself who first seriously proposed the megacity at a meeting
in July of 1996, shortly after he becameinvolved in “Who Does What” . The
minigry officia is quoted as saying, “ Crombiewasthe key. When we heard the
king of neighbourhoods, the guy who grew up in Swansea, say there won't be
damage to neighbourhoods, then we felt pretty good about it intellectually. It
just put everybody at ease” .

John Ibbitson’s account makes reference to Crombie only by pointing out
that he (like the Golden task force) was more concerned with the GTA as a
whole than with munidpal strucureswithin Metro (Ibbitson 1996). According
to Ibbitson, Al Leach was the originator of the megecity. Harris was initially
sceptical but was won ove by arguments about how amalgamation promoted
coherence and competitiveness while at the same time conveniently eliminating
the source of much political opposition: the Toronto city council (Ibbitson
1996).

When confronted in thelegislature about the apparent conflict between the
CSR and the megecity policy, Al Leach stated the following:

“1 think by now we' ve all heard the conment that there was no mention
in the Common Sense Revol ution about analgamating Metro Toronto.
What exactly did we promise in the Common Sense Revolution? We
said that Ontario would have less government. We sad tha there
should be fewer paliticians, there should be less bureaucracy andthere
should be less overlap and duplication. This legislation will help us
reach those goals’ (Ontario 1997h).
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In response to opposition questioning inthelegislature, both Messrs. Leach and
Harris even clamed that thdr actions were in accord with the eight major
recommendations of the Trimmer report, without mentioning that they
contradicted its one central condusion.®

All the evidence seemsto suggest that the Har ris conser vatives did not come
to officefavouring municipal amalgamation, either in T oronto or anywhereelse.
Outside Toronto, it becamean issue inlate 1995 through Bill 26, the details of
which were -- it is dmost universdly acknowledged -- driven by acivil-service
agenda rather than a pditical one. The bill was so wide-ranging that the
procedur es for bri nging about municipal amalgamations can be seen as details.
In any event, the government was protected politically because no mergerswere
to be forced, except when at least one municipality specifically requested that a
commissioner be brought in to sort out local disagreements -- as in Chatham-
Kent.

Toronto’'s megacity did not emerge until more than one year after the
introduction of Bill 26. The combination of theGolden task force report and Mr.
Harris' own election promises about Toronto compelled the government to do
something. The Golden recommendati onsweredoomed because they called both
for what was clearly a GTA-tier of loca government and for i ntermunici pal
service agenciesthat looked fairly similar to the Metro and regional governments
that were supposed to be abolishal. The Golden task force never articulated a
vision of metropolitan governmental arrangements that would be attradive to
anti-government market-or iented conserv atives (Sancton 1996b). The Trimmer

5. Mr. Leach’sremarks were on January 15 and Mr. Harris's on Jenuary 21. In early Januay
a copy of “The Metro Task Force Summary” began circulating among opponents of the
meg acity legidation. It bore no date; it was on plain paper with nothing to identify itas having
anything to do with the conserv ative party or with the T rimm er task for ce. It is identical to a
document within yce Trimmer’s own files, butthe textis not identicd to that of the six-page
draft report snt to Ms Trimmer by David Lindsay (Ibbitson 1996: 249). M's. Trimmer
explained in an interview with me on November 17, 1998 that she made changes to the first
draft and sent arevised copy back to Mr. Harris’ office. | now have in my possession three
different versions of the Trimmer report, each without adate. They all say essential ly the same
thing, although the document that circulaed in January -- and the one that Ms. Trimmer
clamsis the final draft -- contains the following statements not containedin the first version:

“...the task force recommends theeliminaion of the Metro level of
government as the cornerstone of the reform process. We must be
aware of so-called “false economies of scale” in which smaller
operations are subsumed into larger ones for the sake of efficiency
but are soon bogged down by the growth of bureaucracy”

Itis not dear what version of the Trimmer report the variousmembers of the legislature were
referringto, or even if it was the same one. In any event, the eight “major recom mendations”

referred to by M essrs. L each and H arris werein the covering letter from Ms. Trimmer, not
in the report. It is highly unlikely that the opposition members even knew that this |etter
existed.
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party task force attempted such a task, but without any serious intellectual
framework and without confronting all the apparent |oose ends that would be left
from abolishing existing upper-tier governments. Since Harris public
pronouncements at the time of The Toronto Sar debate focussad primarily on
eliminating a level of government rather than sketching out alternatives, the
government came to office without any clear commitment as to its course of
action.

The real source of the difficulty relates to the apparent confusion between
the concept of “less government” on the one hand and the number of
governments, government agencies, or politicians on the other. Although
avowedly free-market promoter s such aslocal chambers of commerce (including
the Toronto Board of Trade) often equate the two, no serious analyst woud ever
make such an obvious mistake. But the chamber-of-commerce position has a
degree of internal logic. Sometimes businesses want a single big government
dominated by a few politicians tha is capable of resolving big problems over
large territories. But such adesire is not the same thing as wanting a single big
government because it is chegper. Nobody who has studied the issue can
seriously believe that this latter proposition istrue (see Sancton (199%a) for a
literature review on this).

When the Harrisgovernment started confronting governanceissues within
the GTA, it discovered tha any plan to abolish Metro and the regionsactually
resulted in a gystem tha, in terms of organisationd charts at lesst, was more
complicated. Complexity was seen as the enemy -- especidly if it involved
establishing new intermunicipa boardsand commissionsto r eplace metropol itan
and regional governments. Such an approach was never a problem for the That-
cher government in Britain, agovernment that Harris was presumably trying to
emulate. Thatcher eli minated upper-tier city governments, r eplacing them with
a collection of special-purpose bodies.® But Thatcher clearly understood the
difference between less goveenment and fewer governments, between the
desirability of reducing the bureaucracy and the desirability of reducing the
number of politicians.

Given its lack of theoretical and intellectual equipment, the Harris
government apparently stumbled into themegacity soluti on. Once the policy was
decided, serious debate was not possible. Government spokespersons -- from
Premier Harri sdown to offi cialswithin the ministry of municipal affairs-- could
only repeat the mantra megecity eliminated a layer of government; reduced
overlap and duplication; and aut the number of politidans Such words were
congruent with the vocabulary of the CSR. The fact tha the policy itsdf violated
its core idea -- the need for less government, more efficient government, and
more responsive government -- was by this dage immaerial.

6. The Blair government is in the process of creating a new upper-tier government for London
(See U.K. n.d.)
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Service Realignment

The “Who Does What” story has been well told elsewhere (Ibbitson 1996;
Graham and Phili ps 1998). The basic problem for the Harris conservati ves was
that they did not havea plan to recondletheir CR pledgesrd aing to:

Persond income tax;
Property taxes;
Education; and
Municipal government.

v v v v

They promised a 30 % decrease in provincia personal income taxes combined
with no increasesin property taxes. Their pledges relating to education clearly
involved a drametic increase in provincia controls over school-board spending
and taxing. For municipal government, they promised to “sit down with
municipalities to discuss ways of reducing government entanglement ... aswell
as unfair downloading by the province”.

In its megaweek announcements of January 1997 (Ontario 1997i), it
appeared that the government’s primary objectives weae to remove education
costs from the residential property-tax bill and to eliminate the authority of
school boards to levy taxes. In May, the government retreated on its first
objective: to respond to widespread concern about having munici palities cover
50 % of all welfare costs, it stated that the municipal social-welfare share would
be reduced to 20 % but tha there would be a provinci a residenti a property tax
for education to raise half the anount formerly raised by school-board taxes on
residentia property (Ontario 1997j). In terms of simplicity and clarity for the
ordinay taxpayer, this decision was disastrous. Property taxes would still be
levied by two different kinds of governments (municipal and provincia rather
than municipal and school board) but now the proportion of municipal taxes
going to pay for welfare -- a cost over which municipalities have no control --
would be sgnificartly higher.

Withinthe Greater Toronto Area, the welfare situation tur ned out to be even
morecomplicaed. Sincethe number of welfarerecipientswas disproportionately
higher within the megacity than within its suburbs, Toronto would have faced
significant tax increases and suburban areas, tax decreases. Attractiveasthiswas
to many of the government’ ssupporters, it was unacceptable to important all ies
within Toronto, notably David Crombie and the Toronto Board of Trade. On
August 6, 1997 the government announced that welfare costs would be pooled:

“Historically, the heart of the GTA -- Metro -- has faced a greater
demand for social services than other parts of the GTA. In 1994,
welfare caseloadsin Metro were 50.4 per 1,000 population, compared
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t0 24.3in Durham, 16.8in Pedl, 16.5in York and 9.8 in Halton. That
is because the GTA isreally a single catchment area for social and
health services. People who need services cross municipa boundari es
to get them. Historically, people with lower incomes have tended to
move to the core, where public transportation is more convenient,
social services are more readily avalable and low-cost housing may be
easier to find” (Ontario 1997k).

At one point, it appeared tha the proposed Greater Toronto Services Board
(GT SB) would be the mechanism through which this pooli ng would tak e place.
Theobviaus prablem, howeve, wasthat, if all the welfare money flowed throu-
ghthe GTSB, it would look like a huge operati on, certainly like another distinct
tier of local government. Since there was virtually no opportunity for sub-
provinci a decision-making relating to welfare, there was no point in turning the
GTSB intothe GTA wdfareauthority. Theresut, however, for GTA-taxpayers
isthat there is asolutely no relationship between the amount of money that the
new city of Toronto or the regional municipalities spend on welfare and the
actual cost of delivering welfare within their respective territories. It isthe cost
of welfare within the GTA as awhole that is therelevant factor. This might be
good public policy, but it is hardly an example of the “reduc[ed] government
entanglement” promoted by the CSR.

The government’s service-redignment polides have made municipal
government more costly and complicated rather than less so. In theory, the
increased coststo municipalities -- for welfare, social housing, ambulances, and
public hedth -- are offset by the 50 % reduction in the funds needed from
residenti al property tax rates for education. Why did the government not simply
impose mandatory spending and taxing constraints on school boards while
increasing provinci a regulati on? Such apolicy would indeed have accomplished
the government’s educational objectives. But the service redignment, from the
government’s point of view, did involve significant political and financia
benefits:

» By eliminating provincial welfare (and sodal-housing) administrators and
provincidly-employ ed land-ambulancedrivers (wher ethey existed), thesize
of the provincial civil servicewas dgnificantly reduced;

»  Whilethe government took on new financial burdens for education, school
boards remained as the main employers and no new provincial employees
were added;

» Since municipal social-service administrators were generaly paid less than
provincial ones, there were financia incentives to assign the integrated
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system to the municipal level and financial disincentivesto provincialiseit.’

Who could possibly have predi cted a few years ago that in 1998 Ontaio
would have a provincial residential property tax for education and that
municipalities would be paying 20 % of all welfae costs (not just short-tam
genera welfare assistanae)? No commission of experts, no party task force, and
no document remotely connected to the Common Sense Revolution ever
suggested even the possibility of any of these outcomes. But such policies
enabled the government to increaseits control over educationand reducethesize
of the provincial avil service. Welfare and other services were added to the
municipal property tax because thegovernment had promised to reduce personal
income taxes, not property taxes. Service realignment was driven by the CSR but
the CSR said nothing about what service realignment actually produced.

Property Assessment

The only reference to property taxes in the CSR is this “We will work closely
with municipdities to ensurethat any actions we teke will not result inincr eases
to local property taxes’. Both the Golden task force (Ontario 1996) and David
Crombie’ s “Who Does What” panel recommended a new assessment system
based on the value of a property “ in its current use” . T he distincti on between
this system and “ market value” is that the for mer attempts not to take account
of any value brought about by a potential future use of the property. In short, it
attemptsto eliminatespeculative value. Both Golden and Crombi e recommended
that municipalities be given the authority to levy different tax rates for different
classes of property. The main object of this recommendation was to enable
municipalities to reduce massive tax-burden shifts among different classes.
Without such authority, single-family homoeowners would have been hit
especially hard.

During megaweek in January 1997, the government announced that it was
accepting the Crombie and Gol den recommendati onsbecauseof adesiretomake
the system “fair, clear, more consistent, and more accountable’. Finance
minister Eves claimed that because previous governments had not acted on this
matter “thousands of homeowners and businesses ae paying mor e property tax
than they should be” (Ontario 1997I: 117). What he failed to point was that
thousandswere paying lessthan they should be. The government’ sbasic probl em
on this issue from then on was that introducing the new assessment system

7. TheCrombie “W ho D oesW hat” Panel recomm ended continued municipal administration even
though it favoured 100 % provincial funding of welfare assigance. See letter from the sub-
panel on social services to the Honourable Al Leach dated October 11, 1996, p.4.

8. Letter from the sub-panel on assessment and property tax reform to the H onourable Al Leach
dated August 20, 1996, p.2
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inevitably meant higher taxes for many taxpayers. Each one would consider the
CSR promise on property tax to have been violated. Dealing with such people
was an enormous political chall enge that has not y et been overcome. Mr. Eves
aso failed to point out that he was in fact introducing market-valueassesament,
not assessment based on value in current use.

For twernty years no Ontaio government had been willing to force the
implementation of market-value assesament, even though the concept was, in
theory, at the heart of the province's property-assessment system. The main
problem was that owners of older, under-assessed residences and commercia
properties would face huge tax inaeases. This problem was espedally acute
within Toronto and that iswhy the city of Torontohad been one of the strongest
institutional bulwarks in the fight against market-value assessment. The city’s
position, however, was potentially self-defeating because unfair assessment was
one of the factors led to high taxeson newer downtown of fice buildi ngs, taxes
so high that they disadvantaged downtown Torontoin relation to the rest of the
GTA and to other North American cities (Ontario 1996).

By introducing assessment reform at the same time as the megacity and
service-realignment proposal s, thegovernment dramatically reduced the visibility
of the assessment issue. Inner-city opponents of the megacity were reluctant
openly to link the two issues because such linkage woud alienate potential
suburban Metro megacity opponents who stood to benefit from changes in the
assessment system. Indeed, the government’s political tactics in relation to
changing the assessment system, especidly within Toronto, were nothing short
of brilliant.

Once agan, however, we must wonder about why the gover nment did what
it did. Running as a consavative canddate in central Toronto in 1995, Al Leach
stated: “my party and | will never support theimposition of MV A [market-value
assessment in] Metropolitan Toronto” (Barber 1997b: A6). There was much
confused debate in the legidature and elsewhere about the words “ market
valug,” “actua value,” “current value,” and “value in current use”. The
government ended up calling its system “ current value assessment”. The tone of
the debate is perhaps bed captured in this exchangein the legislature on May 5,
1997:

“Mr. Monte Kwinter (Wilson Heights): My question istothe Minister
of Municipal Affairsand Housing. Bill 106 amendsthe Assessment Act
by adding the following definition: ‘ Current value' means, in relation
to land, the amount of money the fee Smple, if unencumbered, would
realise if sold at am’slength by awilling sdler to a willing buyer.
Minister, | have been ared estate professional, | have taught
the course, and | can tell you that this definition is verbatim what the
definition is for market value. Yet at our committee hearings, an
official from the Ministry of Finance said thereisadifference. | would
ask you if you could explain to the House the difference between this
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definition of current value and that accepted by lawyers and by rea
estate professionals of what market value is.

Hon Al Leach (Miniger of Munidpal Affdars and Housing):
Obviously both systems are value-based, and we' ve always stated that.
It's a matter of how the systems are implemented. The 1992 version of
market value assesament that was intr oduced by Metro and rej ected by
the NDP government had certain features which made it compleaely
unpal atableto the citizens of Metropolitan Toronto, including myself.
It called for assessments every faur years; there are opportunities for
lots of spikes -- atotally volatile situation.

Theassessment system we' re proposing callsfor the assessment
to be done on an annual basis with a thr ee-year rol ling average, which
takes all the volatility out of the system. Thisisasystemthat will work
well for Metropolitan Toronto. We've also put in aspects to protect
seniors and the disabled and also to phas it in ove eight yeas’
(Ontario 1997m: 9856).

Thisexchange makes it ebundantly clear that “current valueassesament” is
based on market value, and nothing else. By implementing it, the government
was doing what ot her gover nmentshad tried and failed. Its polidesin thisregard
werenot in any way inspired by the CSR. For the government, however, the
policy did have significant benefits: within Toronto it lessened thetax burden on
downtown office buildings and on residenti al taxpayersin newer subur ban areas
of Metro and it increased the burden on many inner-city residents who would
never vote conservativeanyway. But, unfortunately for the government, things
were not that simple.

When Toronto's new assessments were made public in February 1998,
inner-city residences were not affected as negatively & had been expeded,
leading to accusations that there had been a deliberate effort to minimise the
impact of the changes (Honey 1998). Small commerdal holdings along
traditional shopping streets were another matter. Here there were examples of
small merchants potentially facing tax increases of more than 21000 %. Almost
80 % of commercid properties within thenew city of Toronto faced increases
of more than 100 % (Armstrong 1998). Tax increases of this size for so many
small businesses were in obvious conflict with the provisions of the CSR. It was
the CSR tha would prevail.

More than eighteen months afte the announcement of the govenment’s
commitment to current-value assessment, we can still to this day watch the
government twist and turn asit amends thenew scheme to limit tax increases for
some particular class of property owner. At least four separate government bills
relating to property tax have been introduced after the passage of the initial
legislationin early 1997 (Ontaio n.d.c). Thereare new classes of property, new
phase-in procedures, new bands of permissible rate ratios, new municipa
limitations, and new deadlines: each amendment makes the system more
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complicated and more impenetrable for ordinary taxpayers. Every amendment
the government has introduced has been designed to soften and/or postpone the
impact of the system it gponsored in the first place. Both the initial policy and
the subsequent changes have al been justified in terms of fairness to property-tax
payers.

Conclusion

Very little of what the Harris government has underteken in relation to
municipalities owesits ori gin to the CSR. There appear to have been threemain
sources for the government’s actions:

»  Civil servants in the Ministry of Municipa Affairs seem to have been
mainly responsible far pushing municipal amalgamation outside Toronto.
They have promaed such apolicy for decades regardiess of the party in
power, but never with as mud success asunder Harris They never before
had the kind of opportunity provided by Bill 26. Nor had they ever been
ableto link municipal amalgamation to an attradive political agenda, in this
case the desire to reduce the number of politidans in the provinae and to
appear to have less government by having fewer governments. The fact that
Harris and his party opposed amalgamation in opposition apparently made
little difference. While in opposition they seemed more concerned with
keeping government “close to the people’ rather than with reducing the
number of politicians. The point, of course, is that these two propositions
are ultimatel y incompatibl e.

»  Theimpact of servi cerealignment on municipalitiesresulted indirectly from
the CSR. Once in office, the government decided that it could only
accomplish its CSR objectives in reldion to educaion by eliminating the
authority of school boardsto levy property taxes. Given that the CSR also
caled for income-tax cuts, the government’ sonly alternative wasto let the
municipalities take over tax room vacated by theschool boardsin return for
taking on increased funding responsibilities, especialy for welfare, social
housing, and ambulances, items that heretofore had been deemed by
everyone as functions that should remain in provincial jurisdiction.

» Any incoming government would have hal to confront issues relating to
property assessment and the Great er Toronto Area. The Rae government had
launched assessament refarm in Toronto and backed away. It then set up the
Golden taskforce The province slagestnewspaper, The Toronto Star, had
become obsessed with insuring that somethingwas doneto preventthecity’s
apparent economic decline. It is no coincidence that Harris first became
enmeshed in Toronto governance issues during a pre-election debate
sponsored by The Toronto Star.
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The real source of the Toronto amalgamation decision remains a mystery.
It clearly did not emerge from the CSR or from any other pre-election statement
of party policy, including the Trimmer report. John Ibbitson’s account of the
issue seemsentirely plausible. Attemptswithin theministry of municipal efairs
to draft legislation to implement the Golden report ran into problems, espedally
when it became apparent that welfare could not be uploaded to theprovince. If
Metro and the regions were abolished -- as bah Golden and Crombie
recommended -- either the GTA council would be far toopowerful or sub-GTA
intermuni cipal servicing bodies (that would lodk embarrassingly like the old
regional governments) would have tobe areated. Since Mr. Harri s had promised
to “abolish Metro” things could not be left as they were. Amalgamation had
become the only alternative.

Since most members of the old Toronto city council were seen by Harris
conservativ es as irresponsible spenders who used the city’s huge tax base as a
source of inexhaudible funds, the dtradion of merging them with a more
numerous group of sy mpathetic suburban politicians must have been obvious.
Similar attractions could well explain other aspects of the government’ spolicies.
The same people who elected the Toronto city council elected school trustees
who, from the government’s point of view, were the most notori ous examples
of spendthrift school boards. Removing the taxing authority of al school boards
did more harm to the Toronto school board than to any other: its tax base had
been so strong that it could maintain the province’ s highest pea-student spending
levels without needing any provincial grants. Compounding the government’s
frustration wasthe fact that voters in Toronto’s trendy older neighbourhoods
paid low taxes due to outdated low assessments. The spending decisions of thar
elected representatives at both the city council and the school board were then
passed on disproportionately to owners of hi gh-rise apartment buildings (and
indirectly to their tenants) and office buildings. Such property owners were, of
course, more likely to be supporters of the government than the homeownersin
the older neighbour hoods.

While the CSR turned out to be largely irrelevant to what the government
has done in relation to municipal affairs, it would be wrong to argue that the
Harris conservatives becane captives of the bureauaracy or that each of their
decisions was a pragmatic response to a particular crisis. There does appear to
have been a mnsistent political direction, but one that was not explicitly
articulated in the CSR. Had the government somehow been ableto restrict the
impact of its policies to the intended targets in central Toronto, its political
difficulties would have been dramaicaly reducad (John Sewell
notwithstanding).® The creation of the megacity, the end of school-board-taxing
authority, and the reform of property assessment have spark ed a complex set of

9. For arecord of the remarkable accomplishments of Citizens for Local Democracy, of
which Sewell was the main leader, see Citizens (W eb site No date). See also Horak (1999).
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unanticipated reverberations within all of the GTA and in the province as a
whole. Their long-termimpects ae fromclear. Whatever they turn out to be, it
seems obvious that most of them will have little or no connection to the original
provisions of the Common Sense Revolution.
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