The prize behind the fiscal imbalance

There is a lot of talk lately about fixing the fiscal imbalance. If the Premiers want any public enthusiasm for their demand to fix the fiscal imbalance, they need to quit promoting it as an accounting problem and highlight the real prize of fiscal re-arranging – the well-being of Canadians.
The imbalance dilemma is rooted in drastic reductions in federal funding to the provinces in the mid-1990s leading to an equally massive decline in the quality and availability of health care and social programs. Since then most provincial governments have been vocal about the budget challenges they face while watching the federal surpluses pile up. What the provinces neglect to add is they were reducing their own revenues through tax cuts at the same time as the federal government was curtailing its contributions. One federal estimate puts the loss of tax revenue from provincial tax cuts at just under $30 billion for 2005 alone.

After much pressure from the Premiers the federal government restored health care funding but not its share of social transfers. The feds argue that provinces should fund social programs by raising taxes. Prime Minister Harper’s claim that a strong social union can be created from individual provinces spending within their own means ignores their different revenue-generating capabilities.
Without contributing more cash to health and social programs, the Government of Canada lacks the moral and fiscal authority to influence public policy. Regional inequity will continue to grow, no matter how the equalization formula is strengthened because troubling disparities extend beyond provincial and territorial boundaries.
Across the country inter-generational, gender and ethno-social divisions are becoming entrenched. Although New Brunswick’s economic growth has been strong over the past few years, this has not led to a significant reduction in the child and family poverty rate. One in six NB children live in poverty. Women are now more likely to work and to work longer hours but for poverty level pay. Employer demands for “Canadian work experience” and failure to recognize foreign credentials leaves new immigrants to languish on the outskirts of society despite their increased qualifications. A baby born into an aboriginal family in Canada is twice as likely to die as a baby born to a non-aboriginal. Young couples begin their families mired in student debt, one factor behind the 30% growth in poverty over the past decade for households headed by parents under 35.
It is these groups that will replenish the workforce of today and tomorrow. The bitter irony is young workers are expected to earn their own living while sustaining the bulging group of seniors without ever experiencing the social supports of the baby boomers. Will they be able to meet their heavy obligations? More importantly, will they want to? A society that feels no collective responsibility has far greater tribulations than a fiscal imbalance.

While most industrialized countries are investing in their next generation, ours is left to its own meager means. Made-in-Canada solutions exist. They are found in the national desire for a Canada-wide child care program, a Canada Child Tax Benefit to reduce child poverty, Newfoundland and Labrador’s Action Plan to Reduce Poverty and Quebec’s Anti-poverty legislation.

Premier Danny Williams’ commitment to achieve the lowest poverty rate in Canada by 2010 is inspiring and courageous. The province’s plan recognizes that reducing poverty not only improves the life chances of people with low incomes, it promotes a prosperous future for all.

Quebec’s Anti-poverty legislation has combined affordable, accessible child care, an expanded parental leave program and an enhanced child benefit to help drive down child and family poverty consistently over the past five years. In doing so, Quebec went from having one of the highest, to one of the lowest, child poverty rates in the country.

These are best practices that need to be taken nationally. Premiers must push the federal government to come to the table to define and ensure an acceptable minimum standard of well-being for all Canadians. First steps are to repair the damage by making quality programs available and affordable to children and families: from early childhood through to post-secondary education. Beginning with reinstating and expanding the promised national child care program; expanding on the maternity and parental leave program; enhancing the child benefit; providing settlement supports for new Canadians; and fulfilling the Kelowana Accord with  First Nations.

The Premiers’ discussions with the Prime Minister must be about more than accounting principles. Canadians still recognize that as a community we can accomplish so much more by working together than we could ever dream of doing alone. If the Premiers can agree on such a vision for Canada, Canadians will rally behind them.
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