Mr George Smitherman (Toronto Centre-Rosedale): My question today is for the Minister of Finance. We learn from a press release issued just a few moments ago with the headline, ??“Pension Amendments in Bill 198 Will Never Be Proclaimed,” that the government has relented on the opposition position and the position of most knowledgeable people that the bill they have before the House strips pension rights dramatically from pensioners.

I would like to ask the minister, however, why the unanimous consent that we just sought to meaningfully strip away these provisions from the risk of future proclamation—why you voted against that, and why, if a press release and an expression about proclamations is only an opinion, as your government House leader just said, we can trust you not to proclaim these at a later date?

Hon Janet Ecker (Minister of Finance): The answer to that question is very simple: the Premier has given an unequivocal commitment.

Mr Smitherman: Well, we know from our vast experience in this House that the Premier of Ontario has never changed his mind.

Madam Minister, I will in this supplementary provide you with an opportunity to use just a little bit more of your time to expand on this issue of trust.

Let’s just review the record. When we raised this issue last week in the Legislature, we highlighted the fact that your consultation process, which you were so proud in defending at that time, was fatally flawed in that several of the things that were contained in the legislation were not contemplated in the consultation document. So I ask you, Madam Minister, to stand in your place today and tell us what it is, beyond pride, that allows you to take the position to say on the one hand that your legislation will never be proclaimed, but on the other hand that you insist on its passage with flawed portions intact. Explain that away, and use the word “never” to give us some confidence that your intentions are honourable.

Hon Mrs Ecker: First of all, if the honourable member would like to explain to this House the Liberals’ policy on a whole range of issues—I just found out today—one day they were for a hotel tax; today they’re not for a hotel tax. One day they’re for giving school boards taxing authority; the next day they’re not there for giving school boards taxing authority. One day they support hydro deregulation; the next day they don’t.
What’s important here is this government’s clear commitment that these amendments—we are not proceeding with them. We are going to be having a group of experts representing with consultation with the stakeholders to ensure that the pension provisions—that further consultation will take place, and only after such consultations occur, and only if it’s necessary to make legislative amendments will any changes be introduced in a new bill which would be fully debated in the House. I think, in order to assure that pensioners have been heard, in order to ensure that they know their—

The Speaker (Hon Gary Carr): I’m afraid the minister’s time is up.

Mr Smitherman: We’re left with the curious situation where the minister of the crown says, “We’re not proceeding with them; we’re only going to ask the Legislature to pass them next week.” If it’s lost on members on that side, then perhaps that speaks a lot about their comprehension.

Madam Minister, I would like to ask you just one more time to stand in your place and explain why on the one hand you’re admitting that the sections require review and will therefore ... 
... Madam Minister, I would like to ask you just one more time to stand in your place and explain why on the one hand you’re admitting that the sections require review, and will therefore never be proclaimed, but that you insist that they continue to be part of your budget bill and that they be passed. Explain that away.

Hon Mrs Ecker: I can understand why the Liberal Party doesn’t want to support Bill 198: because it outlines further tax cuts for individuals and small business; it outlines protections for investors, those with mutual funds, for example, in this province; it outlines protections for those who pay for auto insurance. All of those are in the legislation.

But what is important here is that the pensioners who have been concerned that those issues are adequately dealt with are heard and that we can then, if legislation is required based on the expert opinion we get—if there needs to be legislation, there will be a fully debatable bill in the House. You have a clear commitment on that. We’re going to be writing to all of the stakeholders to make sure they understand that so they are clear that they will have an opportunity to ensure that inappropriate steps are not being taken by any member of this House.
Mr George Smitherman (Toronto Centre-Rosedale): I want to return to the Minister of Finance and I want to give her two more opportunities to explain the unexplainable. Explain to members of this House why it is necessary to come and vote in favour of a piece of legislation when you have admitted that one very significant section of it is flawed to the point where you make a promise, on paper, that you will not proclaim it.

You’ve operated in the cover of darkness before. You did it with your consultation paper and you certainly did it when you were one of the four happy adherents to the $10-million payoff to sports teams in Ontario. I want to give you an opportunity to stand in your place today and tell us whether it’s embarrassment or your wounded pride that prevents you from doing the right thing, which is to sever the pension portions from Bill 198. Do it today.

Hon Janet Ecker (Minister of Finance): Only the honourable member would think that a public consultation document that was released publicly is secret, but we’ll leave that for the viewers to decide.
Again, Bill 198 contains significant measures for tax cuts for individuals, for protection for auto insurance consumers, for investors, for new powers for municipalities to have tax incentive zones and opportunity bonds, so it’s very important legislation. But what is very clear, as we’ve said in this House on more than one occasion—as the Premier has said, as I have said—for all intents and purposes these particular amendments dealing with the pension issues are null and void. What we are doing is going to ensure, through an expert committee in consultation with all stakeholders, that pensioners are assured that their pensions are safe, that there is nothing untoward that they need to be concerned about.

Mr Smitherman: They do have something to be concerned about when you use the phrase “for all intents and purposes,” because it makes my point rather well. Yes, Bill 198 is a significant bill even without the pensions. So take them out and we’ll have an opportunity to vote up or down on it. But you’re presenting before this Legislature a piece of legislation that includes significant sections that if proclaimed—and there is no protection against proclamation except your word and the word of your government expressed in a press release that the government House leader just referred to as an opinion, and then you use the phrase “for all intents and purposes.”

Madam Minister, explain to this Legislature why you think it’s such a difficult task—it would take about 10 minutes—to sever the pension sections of Bill 198 from this legislation, so when we vote in favour or against it we know exactly what we’re voting for.

Hon Mrs Ecker: The Liberals are quite happy vote against tax cuts for individuals; they’re quite happy to vote against tax breaks for people who are modest income Ontarians. They’re concern about what they’re voting for is not something I think taxpayers will take seriously.

What is important here, he can argue procedural issues all he wants today, but for those who have pensions, for those who are concerned about their pensions, what is important is that the Premier has indicated unequivocally, in the Legislature on Tuesday, in a written statement today, that the pension provisions in the budget bill will not be proclaimed. They are not going forward and that is an important statement. I can read it again if he’d like to ask me, I’d be very pleased to do it again for him. I think we’ve been very clear about our commitment.
