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Drastic change was contemplated by The Common Sense Revolution (CSR), the
election manifest o that bro ught Mik e Harris to power as premier of Ontario in
1995; the Harris government implemented drastic change; ther efor e the CSR
explains what the Har ris gover nment has done. The fact that this syllogism is
logically flawed should be obvious. The aim of this paper, however, is to go
beyond formal logic and show that, with respect to the Harris-government’s
municipal policies, its substance is flawed as well. Although Harris has brought
dramatic change to 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 municipalities to
discuss ways of reducing government entanglement and bureaucracy with an eye
to eliminating waste and duplication as well as unfair downloading by the
province” (Pr ogressive Party of Ontario 1994).
At great poli tical cost, the government launched a massive campaign 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 least). In 1997 it also realigned
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provinci al and municipal taxation and ser vice responsibi lities in such a way as
to make the system more confused and entangled than ever before. Finally, it
adopted a new property-tax assessment system, effective in 1998, that will l ead
to dramatic tax increases for many of its strongest supporters. How did it arrive
at this remarkable series of outcomes?

Amalgamations Outside Toronto
Speaking in Fergus, Ontario in the autumn of 1994, only a few months before
the election that brought him to power, Mike Harris had this to say about muni cipal amalgamations:
“There is no cost to a municipality to maintain its name and identity.
Why destroy our roots and pride? I disagree with restructuring because
it believes that bigger is bet ter. Services always cost mor e in larger
communities. The issue is to find out how to distribute services fairly
and equally without duplicating services” (Barber 1997a).
Two months after becoming premier, Mr. Harris addressed the annual meeting
of the Association of Municipal ities of Ontario (AMO). He made no refer ence
to the need for any form of municipal restructuring (Ontario n.d. a).
The new minister of municipal affairs and housing, Al Leach, addressed the
same conference the day before. He made one refer ence to municipal amalgamation:
“T here is no solution that’s going to work everywhere. But there are a
lot of measures that can make a difference: successful amalgamations,
for example -- like the one t hat created the Town of New Tecumseth;
there’s annexations, sharing services, deciding what services should be
provided; there’s the cost management approach used so well by Pittsburgh Township; and there’s government restruct uring. I want to say
I am fully committed to getting the province off your back” (Ontario
n.d. b).
The reference to New Tecumseth was not accidental. To coincide with the AMO
meeting, Mr. Leach published a fl ashy pamphlet (comp lete with his own pictur e)
reporting on the results of an internal ministry study that purported to demonstrate cost savings fr om the amalgamation. Prominen tly displayed in the pamphlet, under the heading “L ess Government” was the statement that the total
number of municipal councillors had been reduced from 22 to nine (Sancton
1996a).
New Tecumseth is in south Simcoe County, northwest o f Toront o. It resulted from legislation sponsored by the Peterson Liberals. Discussing similar
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legislation for nor th Simcoe sponsor ed by the Rae NDP government in 1993, the
local conservative member, Jim Wilson, (one of Leach’s cabin et colleagues at
the time of the 1995 AMO meeting) had this to say:
“I’ve spent the last several months reviewing all the regional governments in Ontario, many of which were imposed by my party in the past,
so believe me, I 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 this province, including south Simcoe, where amalgamating depar tments [sic] has r esulted
in savings to the ratepayer. It does not exist. In fact, history shows that
smaller units are more efficient.. .. I to this day cannot find anyone in
Tottenham, Beeton, Alliston or Tecumseth township who liked restructuring. They do not like it, including a number of people on council.
We’ve had all kinds of problems... .” (Ontario 1993: S181-S182).
If the local conser vative member was sceptical of the amalgamation’s benefits, and if the party was not in any way committed to a policy of muni cipal
amalgamation, why was Mr. Leach touting it within a few weeks of his appointment to office? One possible answer is that officials in the ministry skilfully
convinced him that the CSR could best b e implemented in his portfolio through
a policy of municipal amalgamations. Since they had already conducted a study
showing that New Tecumset h saved money and since it indispu tably involved
fewer local politicians, it could not have been difficul t to convert municipal
amalgamation -- a longstanding objective of the ministry since the 1960s -- into
a policy that was consistent with the CSR call for less government.
Municipal amalgamations did not clearly appear on the Harris government’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 amalg amation (and separation of a municipality from a county); establ ished a procedure
for municipalit ies to arrive at locally-agreed restructuring arrangements; and
provided for the appointment, in the case of local disagreement, of a commission
which would itself have the power itself to imp ose new boundar ies and structures
within the affected area. In his book Promised Land: Inside the Mike Harris
Revolution, John Ibbitson states that, for Tony Clement (now H arris’ mi nister
of the environment) “It quickly became clear ... that the gover nment had been
shafted by the bureaucrats. ‘The bureaucracy tended to put in every item that had
been on the shelf for the past five years .. .. It was almost like a wish list’”
(Ibbitson 1996: 145).
Certainly the provisions about municipal amalgamation seem much more
similar to what one would expect from the ministry’s wish list rather than from
conservative MPPs and the formulators 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 cautiously
advanced the idea that rural municipalities within traditional counties should
amalgamate with each other . T hey sponsored amalgamation legislation in the
Sarnia area and in south Simcoe. The NDP did the same for north Simcoe. The
notion of having local restructuring disputes settled by a commissioner with
binding authority seems to have emerged from the NDP’s experience in settling
a longstanding annexation dispute in London (Sancton 1998). Because of this
behaviour by previous governments, and in the absence of any pressure for
amalgamation from any interest groups, circumstantial evidence suggests that we
should look to the public service as a source fo r the Har ris gover nment’s commitment to municipal amalgamation. Not surprisingly, individual public servants
have not publicly express views in their own right, but anyone who has talked
with them knows that they generally believe that small municipalities need to
merge together and that periodic -- if not continual -- municipal restructuring is
a good thing.
Why do public servants within Ontario’s ministry of municipal affairs have
such a predisposition toward amalgamation and restructuring. The answer
probably relates to their “glor y 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 promote and shape Ontario’s economic
growth. To do this, however, they had to be appropriately structured: hence the
move towards two-tier r egional governments. In the mid-1970s, however,
provinci al politicians of all part ies lost confidence in municipal restructuring,
both as a policy tool and as an attractive political proposition. From t hen until
the mid-1990s, the ministr y of municipal affairs suffer ed from having too little
to do. Everyt hing changed, however, with t he passage of Bill 26.
The CSR emphasized concerns about too many “levels” of government, and
made special reference to concerns about overl ap between “ regional and municipal” governments. Significantly, however, the municipal restructuring provisions of Bill 26 specifically excluded any part of the province covered by a twotier metropolitan (Toronto), regional, or distr ict (Muskoka) government. On
various occasions Al Leach tried to explain this aspect of the bill. Here are two
examples:
“I should point out that regions and the restructured Oxford county are
not included in the new process. This is because many regions are
already actively invo lved in their own restructuring process and some,
such as Ottawa-Carleton, recently completed the job of restructuring.
Oxford county has done t hat as well, and that is why it is excluded
from the new legislation” (Ontario 1995a).
There have 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 restr ucturing. A few days later he said:
“The structure of municipalities in Ontario t oday has an origin which
dates back to the 1840s. While some municipalities have reformed in
the context of regional governments, the structures of others are badly
outdated and inefficient. Some of these municipalities might want to
look at restructuring as a means of managing with less money” (Ontario
1995b).
Here the argument seemed to be that, because regional governments are themselves “r eformed” institut ions, they need not be subject t o further restructuring
under the terms of Bill 26. Such a message, if indeed it represented what the
minister wanted to say, seemed in direct conflict with the terms of the CSR.
By early April 1997, mor e than a year after th e Bill-26 procedures had been
in place, there had been relatively little action with respect to municipal r estructuring. The minister had approved 21 plans which, in total, had reduced the
number of municipalities by 50 (out of a total of 815) (Ontario 1997a). After this
time, the pace of municipal submissions quickened. This was no doubt due to
two important developments:
<
<

The government h ad, in December 1996 announced its intention to legislate
the merger of all the municipalities within Metropolitan Toronto; and
At the end of April the first commission appointed under Bill 26 ordered the
amalgamation of the City of Chatham with all municipalities within Kent
county.

While Mr. Leach could claim that Toronto was a special case and that the request
for a commission had come from politicians within Kent county, many municipal
leaders outside these areas considered these two develop ments as clear evidence
that, if they did not restr ucture themselves, t he government would do it for
them. Many of the subsequent restructuring plans were carried out under a form
of perceived duress.
The Chatham-Kent case deserves attention, not just for its influence on
subsequent municipal behavi our, but also because it has been the most dramatic
and extensive of all the restructurings carried out under the provisions of Bill 26.
From April 1996 until January 1997, local politicians in Kent county had debated every conceivable alternative form of structure -- from abolishing the
county to merging all county municipalities into one. The only option that failed
to win any degree of support was the idea that a complete merger should include
the city of Chatham. On January 22, 1997, a deputy reeve died of a hear t attack
on the floor of the county council while defending th e county’s continued existence. A week later a majority of members boycot ted the next meeting, which
was the last oppor tunity to arrive at a local decision. Seven municipalities had
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already asked for a commission to be appointed but Mr. Leach had postpon ed
action until it was clear that local agreement was not possibl e.
When he appointed a one-man commission on February 6, Mr. Leach
prescribed that the area in question include both the city and the county (Ontario
1997b). This was probably the single most important decision in the entire
process -- and it was clearly taken by the government, not the commissioner.
After issuing an initial report in which he had narro wed the choices to a two-tier
system including the city or a one-tier syst em including t he city, the commissioner, Peter Meyboom, reported on April 28 that he had chosen the one-tier
option. He acknowledged that only one of the 23 affected municipalities, the
Township of Tilbury East, supported his choice (Ontario 1997c).
The commissioner’s decision sparked predictable statements of outrage from
various municipal politicians -- but after a few days the storm passed. Par t of the
explanation for this is that both politicians and administrators realised they
would soon be jockeying for position in the new structure and no one wanted to
diminish their chances by arguing t hat it was illegitimate. Another reason is that
the Toronto megacity battle was going on at the same time and, in comparison,
Chatham-Kent seemed insignificant. But, unlike Toronto, amalgamation in
Chatham-Kent did not require an act of the legislature; it merged entities (the
city and the county) that were not previously linked for local-government purposes; and it included a city, a town (Wallaceburg), vill ages, and rural townships.
The real lesson from Chatham-Kent is that amalgamatio n was accepted, even
though it was not popular. Residents demonstrated remarkably little public
concern about the loss of their local governments as a result of one person’s
decision. It was as though people in the area felt that they deserved a form of
punishment or strong medicine because their municipalities had behaved badly
by not restructuring themselves before a commissioner was brought in. Remarkably, the government’s claims that the appointment of a commissioner was a
response to local wishes and that it was not responsible for the content of his
decision seem to have been accepted. The fact remains, however: 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 local government.
From April 1997 onward, Chatham-Kent became the horri ble example that
no one else wanted to follow. Counties scur ried to get on with restructur ing so
that they would avoid a commissioner. F or many, the main object was to devise
a plan that would not involve becoming linked with a populous urban centre
whose residents could dominate the local political process. Ironically, if all the
parties involved were convinced that no one in their group would request a
commissioner, the urgency to take action was greatly reduced. This probably
explains why some areas acted and others did not.
Prior to the passage of Bill 26, ther e were 815 municipalities in Ontario.
Except for the creation of the megacity in Toronto, all of the municipal restr uc-
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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 b y 229 and the number of elected mun icipal officials by 1059. 1 Some were clearly defensive: assessment-rich townships
merged with each other so that they could avoid pressur e to share their assessment with poor er neighbours. This explains why there is already talk in ministry
circles of the need for “r e-restructurings”. The general pat tern, however, has
been that villages or towns have merged with neighbouring townships, despite
longstanding local views that they were best kept separate due to significantly
different needs for muni cipal services. The basic trade-off has been that the
village or town shares its richer tax base in return for political dominance (through representation by population on the new council) 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, one in a different county. That -- in a sense -- was the good news for
Trenton. The bad news is that the city of Trento n no longer exists. Its new name
is Quinte West (Ont ario 1997d). The fact that this was the only restruct uring that
crossed a county boundary is important. For decades there have been complaints
that county b oundaries no longer matched patterns of settlement and needed to
be changed. Yet, under Bill 26, the counties wer e the entities wi thin which l 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 boundaries still
bisected urban areas that were otherwise par t of the same urban fabric. 2
Notwithstanding its inability to expand beyond county boundaries, the city
of Kingston annexed two neighbouring townships, including Pittsbur gh, the one
held up by Mr . L each in 1995 as being a model for municipal cost containment.
Belleville absorbed an entire neighbouring township (Ontario 1997f), and Peterborough parts of two (Ontario 1997g). One of the many complications in Kingston was that Pittsburgh township was not unionised. The Harri s government had
to introduce amendments to labour legislation to allow P ittsbur gh employees to
enter the Kingston un ion with their accumulated seniority rights. The unions
were not happy. We do not know, however, what Harris cabinet ministers really
thought about their unintended contribution to increased membership in On-

1.
2.

See Onta rio (1 999 ). F or a f ull d iscussion of the process of municipal restructuring in three
rural O ntario cou nties, see Williams an d Do wney (1999).
For Kingston, see Do wney and W illiams (1998 ); for G rand Be nd, see Ontar io (1997 e).

142

SANCTON

tario’s public-sector unions.
Table 1 shows the single-tier cit ies in Ontario that have not been affected by
municipal restructuring since 1996. Regional governments wer e not affected
until TABLE 1 Single-Tier Cities in 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

Sarn ia

70,000

Broc kville

21,000

Stratford

29,000

Pembroke

13,000

Barr ie

71,000

Orillia

27,000

Cor nwa ll

47,000

Guelph

93,000

Elliot Lake

12,000

Sault S te M arie

81,000

Timmins

46,000

North Bay

56,000

Thunder Bay

114,000

TOTAL
Note:

1,332,000
List e x cludes separated tow ns and the cities of Sarnia (70, 000) and W oodst o c k
(31,000) both of wh ich , due to actions of previous governments, are now part of
two-tier county systems (Lambton and Oxford respectively). The respective territories of these cities have not been affected by municipal restructuring between 1996
and 1998.

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

The Megacity
For the 2.2 million residents of Metro Toronto dramatic change has already been
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experienced. 3 Effective January 1, 1998 their six area municipalities and one
metropolitan government were merged to create the new city of Toronto, the
megacity. The origi ns of the megacity d ecision are exceptionally di fficult to
determine. On January 5, 1995, the leader of the third party in the Ontario
legislatur e, appointed the “Mike Harris Task Force on Bringing Common Sense
to Metro” . T he chair was Joyce Tr immer, who had reti red a few months previous as mayor of Scarborough (Ontario Progressive Caucus 1995). She was being
actively recruited by Mr. Harris to be a conservative candidate in the approaching election but she adhered to her decision to leave politics. T here were thr ee
“co-chairs,” Al Leach, Derywn Shea and Morley Kells, each of whom did turn
out to be a successful conservative candidate in June 1995. The task force conducted six public hearings in Metro in February and March 1995 but the members themselves never met alone to discuss their recommendations. According
to handwritten notes kept by Ms. Trimmer, none of the approximately thirty
presentations recommended a complete mer ger, although some suggested that
there should be four municipalities within Metro rather than six. There were
frequent references to the desirability of eliminating Metro, or at least to weakening its authority and reducing its budget.
In retrospect, it appears that the existence of the task force might have had
more to do with preparing for the election than with preparing for government.
Recruiting Ms. Trimmer would have given the Harris campaign 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 “a fi rst cut at an ‘Interim Report’ from you to Mike” . H e wrote that
he was sending “a copy to Mike in North Bay for his comments and suggestions
and I would welcome your thoughts and input”. 4 Since Ms. Trimmer was the
chair, this last remark seems to speak eloquently as to how people in the leader’s
office viewed the independence of the task force. The “first cut” that Mr.
Lindsay referred to included drafts of a two-page covering letter dated March 30,
1995 and a six-page report. The letter listed eight “ findings” . None specifically
referred to the desirability of eliminating the Metro level of government.
However, in a separate paragraph in the letter, the following statement appeared:
“[T ]hese observations are leading us to conclude that the Metr o level
of government should be eliminated. Responsibility for the delivery of
some services should be moved to the local level; o thers, such as
transportation, should be structured on an expanded regional basis
beyond the current Metro boundaries. Some services may have to be

3.
4.

For other accounts of the creation of the megacity, see Horak (1999), Isin and Wolfson (1999)
and T odd (19 98).
Handwritten letter from “David” to “Joyce,” no date, but accompanying a typed draft of a
letter from Joyce Trimmer to Michael Harris dated March 30, 1995.
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assumed by the Pr ovince” .
The “interim report” was never officially released. Indeed, the four taskforce members never met to discuss 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 Star, M ike Harr is stated that “ Last Thur sday, the chair, Joyce
Trimmer, presented an update of their work” (The Toronto Star 1995). “Last
Thursday” was March 30, the date of the draft covering letter. During the debate
Mr. Harri s made a number of specif ic 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 the task force is leading to the conclusion
“T hat Metro region al government in its current form must go.. ..
Eliminating Metro government wo uld result in the elimination of
regional taxation. Under this option, local councils, would negotiate a
direct payment for their share of the costs 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 i n this debate exactl y what structural
arrangements Mr. Harri s did favour , t hree points were readily apparent: he
supported the findings of the Trimmer task force (which, in any event, were
drafted in his own office); there was no hint of a megacity; and the Metr o level
of government was being targeted for elimination.
As soon as the election was called, the Trimmer task force effectively ceased
to exist, but she was never i nformed. Meanwhile, she continued at her home to
receive written b riefs and suggestions as to how Metro could be refor med. H er
phone calls to Mr. H arris’ office -- later the premier’s office -- were not
returned. On September 19, 1995 she wrote to Premier Harris stating that:
“my attempts to eli cit infor mation fro m your staff as to your direction
with regard to your own task force have been singularly
unsuccessful.. .. I still have in my possession many of the submissions
made to your task force. I am sure the presenters of all submissions
would like to think their opi nions were of value and warr ant better t han
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 leaders’ debate on the GTA
sponsored by The Toronto Star Premier Bob Rae created a government Task
Force on the Greater Toront o Area, chaired by Anne Golden. It was during this
same debate that Mr. Harr is, in addition to referr ing to the work of his own
Trimmer task force, promised that, if he were premier, the Golden task f orce
would have to report within 120 days. When this happened 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. Smaller-scale amalgamations
within the GTA were held out as a possibility but the task force con cluded that
“the benefits of amalgamation and consolidation are 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. T hat it would go
against the finding s of its own pr e-election par ty task force, one of whose
members became minister of Municipal Affairs, requires more analysis. There
are conflicting journal istic accounts of what happened. William Walker, writing
in The Toronto Star on December 21, 1996 reli ed primari ly on an unnamed
official within the M inistry of Municipal Affair s. T he official claimed that
Golden’s plan for a GTA council was rejected early on because “we were
concerned about creating what would be like a small country, let alone a small
province” . But, if Harris’ election promise was to be delivered by abolishing
Metro, the problem then became what to do about Metr o-level services. Walker
quotes David Cr ombie, whose “Who Does What” panel could not reach internal
agreement on the Metro issue, as saying that it was clear that such Metro
services could not be r eturned to the municipali ties. 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 became involved in “Who Does What” . The
ministry official is quoted as saying, “Crombie was the 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 ever ybody 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 municipal structures within Metro (Ibbitson 1996). According
to Ibbitson, Al Leach was the originator of the megacity. Harris was initially
sceptical but was won over by arguments about how amalgamation pr omoted
coherence and competitiv eness while at the same time conveniently eliminating
the source of much political opposition: the Toronto city council (Ibbitson
1996).
When confronted in the legislature about the apparent conflict between the
CSR and the megacity policy, Al Leach stated the following:
“I think by now we’ve all heard the comment that there was no mention
in the Common Sense Revolution about amalgamating Metro Toronto.
What exactly did we promise in the Common Sense Revolution? We
said that Ontario would have less government. We said that there
should be fewer politicians, there should be less bureaucracy and there
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 in the legislature, both Messrs. Leach and
Harris even claimed that their actions were in accord with the eight major
recommendations of the Trimmer report, wi thout menti oning that they
contradicted its one central conclusion. 5
All the evidence seems to suggest that the Har ris conservatives did no t come
to office favour ing municipal amalgamation, either in T oronto o r anywhere else.
Outside Toronto, it became an issue in late 1995 through Bill 26, the details of
which were -- it is almost universally acknowledged -- driven by a civil-ser vice
agenda rather than a political 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 mergers were
to be forced, except when at least one municipality specifically requested that a
commissioner be brought in to sort out local disagreements -- as in ChathamKent.
Toronto’s megacity did not emerge until more than one year after the
introduction of Bill 26. The combination of the Golden task force report and Mr.
Harris’ own election promises about Toronto compelled the government to do
something. The Golden recommendations were doomed because they called both
for what was clearly a GTA-tier of local govern ment and for i ntermunici pal
service agencies that looked fairly similar to the Metro and regional governments
that were supposed to be abolished. The Golden task force never articulated a
vision of metropolitan gover nmental arrangements that would be attractive to
anti-government market-or iented conserv atives (Sancton 1996b). The Trimmer

5.

Mr. Leach ’s remarks were on January 15 and Mr. Harris’s on January 21. In early January
a copy of “The M e t ro T ask Force Summary” began circulating among opponents of the
meg acity legislation. It bore no date; it was o n plain pape r with nothing to identify it as having
anything to do with th e con serv ative p arty o r with the T rimm er tas k for ce. It is identical to a
document within Joyce Trimmer’s own files, but the text is not identical to that of the six-page
draft r e p or t se n t t o M s. T rimmer by D avid Lindsay (Ibbitson 1996: 249). M s. Trimmer
explained in an interview with me on November 17, 1998 that she made changes to the first
draf t and s ent a r evise d cop y bac k to Mr. Harris’ office. I now have in my possession three
different versions of the Trimmer report, each without a date. They a l l s a y es s en t ia l ly t he s am e
thing, although the document that circulated in January -- and the one that Ms. Trimmer
c l ai m s is the final draft -- contains the following statements not contained in the first version:
“. ..the task force recommends the elimination of the Metro level of
government a s th e co r n er s to n e of th e re f or m p ro c es s . 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”
It is not clear what version of the Trimmer report the various members of the legislature were
referring to, or even if it was the same one. In any event, the eight “ma jor recom mendations”
refer red to by M essrs . L each and H arris wer e in the covering letter from Ms. Trimmer, not
in the re por t. It is h ighly unlik ely th at t he opposition members even knew that this letter
existed.
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party task force attempted such a task, but without any serious intellectual
framework and without confronting all the apparent loose ends that would be left
from abolishing existing upper -tier governments. Since Harris’ public
pronouncements at the time of The Toronto Star debate focussed primarily on
eliminating a level of government rather than sketching out alternatives, the
government came to office witho ut 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 p romoters such as local chambers of commerce (including
the Toronto Board of Trade) often equate the two, no serious analyst would 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 that is capable of resolving big problems over
large territories. But such a desire is not the same thing as wanting a single big
government because it is cheaper. Nobody who has studied the issue can
seriously believe that this latter proposition is true (see Sancton (1996a) for a
literature review on this).
When the Harris government started confronting governance issues within
the GTA, it discovered that any plan to abolish Metro and the regions actually
resulted in a system that, in terms of organisational charts at least, was more
complicated. Complexity was seen as the enemy -- especially if it involved
establishing new intermun icipal boards and commissions to r eplace metropol itan
and regional governments. Such an approach was never a problem for the Thatcher government in Britain, a government t hat Harris was presumably trying to
emulate. Thatcher eli minated upper -tier city governments, r eplacing them with
a collection of special-purpose bodies. 6 But Thatcher clearly understood the
difference between less government 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 the megacity soluti on. Once the policy was
decided, serious debate was not possibl e. Government spokespersons -- from
Premier Harri s down to offi cials within the ministr y of municipal affairs -- could
only repeat the mantra: megacity eliminated a layer of government; reduced
overlap and duplication; and cut the number of politicians. Such words were
congruent with the vocabulary of the CSR. The fact that the policy itself violated
its core idea -- the need for less government, more efficient government, and
more responsive government -- was by this stage immaterial.

6.

The Blair g over nme nt is in the process of creating a new upper-tier government for London
( Se e U . K. n . d . )
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Service Realignment
The “Who Does What” story has been well told elsewhere (Ibbitson 1996;
Graham and Philips 1998). The basic problem for the Harr is conservati ves was
that they did not have a plan to reconcile their CSR pledges relating to:
<
<
<
<

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

They promised a 30 % decrease in provi ncial personal income taxes combined
with no increases in property taxes. Their pledges relating to education clearly
involved a dramatic increase in provincial controls over school-board spending
and taxing. F or municipal government, they promised to “sit down with
municipalit ies to discuss ways of reducing government entanglement ... as well
as unfair downloading by the provi nce”.
In its megaweek announcements of January 1997 (Ontario 1997i), it
appeared that the government’s primary objectives were to remove education
costs from the residential property-tax bill and to eliminate the authority of
school boards to l evy taxes. In M ay, the gov ernment retreated on its fi rst
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 that there would be a provinci al residenti al property tax
for education to raise half the amount formerly raised by school-board taxes on
residential property (Ontario 1997j). In terms of simplicity and clarity for the
ordinary taxpayer, this decision was disastrous. Pr operty taxes would still be
levied by two different kinds of governments (municipal and provincial rather
than municipal and school board) but now the proportion of municipal t axes
going to pay for welfare -- a cost over which municipalities have no control -would be significantly higher.
Within the Greater Toronto Area, the welfare situat ion turned out to be even
more complicated. Since the number of welfare recipients was disproportionately
higher within the megacity than within its suburbs, Toront o would have faced
significant tax increases and sub urban areas, tax decreases. Attractiv e as this was
to many of the government’s supporters, it was unacceptable to imp ortant 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:
“Hi storically, the heart of the GTA -- Metro -- has faced a greater
demand for social services than other parts of the GTA. In 1994,
welfare caseloads in Metro were 50.4 per 1, 000 populat ion, compared
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to 24. 3 in Dur ham, 1 6.8 in Peel, 16. 5 in York and 9. 8 in Halto n. That
is because the GTA is really a single catchment area for social and
health services. People who need services cross municip al boundari es
to get them. Histor ically, p eople with lower incomes have tended to
move to the core, where public transpor tation is more convenient,
social services are more readily available and low-cost housing may be
easier to find” (Ontario 1997k).
At one point, it appeared that the proposed Greater Toronto Services Board
(GTSB) would be the mechanism through which this pooli ng would take place.
The obvious problem, however, was that, if all the welfare money flowed through the GTSB, it would look like a huge operation, certainly l ike another distinct
tier of local government. Since there was virtually no opportunity for subprovinci al decision-making relating to welfare, there was no point in turning the
GTSB into the GTA welfare authority. The result, however, for GTA-taxpayers
is that there is absolutely 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 terr itories. It is the cost
of welfare within the GTA as a whole that is the relevant 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-realignment policies have made municipal
government more costly and complicated rather than less so. In theory, the
increased costs to municipalities -- for welfare, social housing, ambulances, and
public health -- are of fset by the 50 % r eduction in the funds needed from
residential property tax rates for education. Why did the government not simply
impose mandatory spending and taxing constraints on school boards while
increasing provinci al regulati on? Such a policy would indeed have accomplished
the government’s educational objectives. But the service realignment, from the
government’s point of view, did involve signi ficant political and financial
benefits:
<

<

<

By eliminating provincial welfare (and social-housing) administrators and
provincially-employed land-ambulance dr ivers (wher e they existed), the size
of the provincial civil service was significantly reduced;
While the government took on new financial burdens for education, school
boards remained as the main employers and no new provin cial employees
were added;
Since municipal social-servi ce administrat ors were gener ally paid less than
provinci al ones, there were financial i ncentives to assign the integr ated
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system to the municipal level and financial disincentives to pr ovincialise it. 7
Who could possibly have predi cted a few years ago that in 1998 Ontario
would have a provincial residenti al proper ty tax for education and th at
municipalit ies would be paying 20 % of all welfare costs (not just short-term
general welfare assistance)? No commission of experts, no party task force, and
no document remot ely connected to t he Common Sense Revolution ever
suggested even the possibility of any o f these outcomes. But such policies
enabled the government to increase its control over education and reduce the size
of the provincial civil service. Welfare and other services were added to the
municipal property tax because the government h ad promised to reduce person al
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 municipalities to ensure that any actions we take will not r esult in incr eases
to local property taxes”. Both the Golden task force (Ontario 1996) and David
Crombie’s8 “Who Does What” panel recommended a new assessment system
based on the value of a pr operty “ 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 potent ial future use of the property. In short, it
attempts to eliminate speculative value. Both Go lden and Crombie 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
municipalit ies to reduce massive tax-burden shifts among differ ent classes.
Without such authori ty, single-family homoeowners would have been hit
especially hard.
During megaweek in January 1997, the government announced that i t was
accepting the Crombie and Golden recommendations because of a desire to make
the system “fair, clear, more consistent, and more accountable”. F inance
minister Eves claimed that because previous governments had not acted on this
matter “t housands of homeowners and businesses are paying more propert y tax
than they should be” (Ontario 1997l: 117). Wh at he failed to po int was that
thousands were paying less than they should be. The government’ s basic probl em
on this issue from then on was that introd ucing the new assessment system

7.

8.

The Cro mbie “W ho D oes W hat” Pan el rec omm ende d con tinued mun icipal adm inistration even
though it favoured 100 % provincial funding of welfare assistance. See letter from the subpanel on social services to the Honourable Al Leach dated October 11, 1996, p.4.
Letter from the su b-pa nel on asses sme nt and pro perty tax re form to the H ono urab le A l Leach
d a te d A ug u st 2 0, 1 9 9 6, 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 po litical chall enge that has not y et been overcome. Mr. Eves
also failed to point out that he was in fact introducing market-value assessment,
not assessment based on v alue in curr ent use.
For twenty years no Ontario government had been willing to force the
implementation of market-value assessment, even though the concept was, in
theory, at the heart of the province’s pr operty-assessment system. The main
problem was that owners of older, under-assessed residences and commercial
properties would face huge tax increases. This problem was especially acute
within Toronto and that is why the city of Toronto had been one of the strongest
institut ional 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 taxes on newer downtown of fice buildings, taxes
so high that they disadvantaged downtown Toronto in 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 proposals, the government 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 would 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, especially within Toronto, were nothing short
of brilliant.
Once again, however, we must wonder about why the gover nment did what
it did. Running as a conservative candidate in central Toronto in 1995, Al Leach
stated: “my p arty and I will never support the imposition of MVA [market-value
assessment in] Metr opolitan T oronto” (Barber 1997b: A6). There was much
confused debate in the legislature and elsewher e about the wor ds “market
value, ” “actual value,” “curr ent value,” and “value in current use”. The
government ended up calling its system “current value assessment”. The tone of
the debate is perhaps best captured in this exchange in the legislature on May 5,
1997:
“Mr. Monte Kwinter (Wilson Heights): My question is to the Minister
of Municipal Affairs and Housing. Bill 106 amends the Assessment Act
by adding the following definition: ‘Current value’ means, in relation
to land, the amount of money the fee simple, if unencumbered, would
realise if sold at arm’s length by a willing seller to a willing buyer.
Minister, I have been a real estate professional, I have taught
the course, and I 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 there is a difference. I 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 real
estate professionals of what market value is.
Hon Al Leach (Minister of Municipal Affairs 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 assessment that was intr oduced by Metro and rej ected by
the NDP government had certain features which made it completely
unpalatable to the citizens o f Metrop olitan Toronto, including myself.
It called for assessments every four years; there are opportunities for
lots of spikes -- a totally volatile situation.
The assessment system we’re proposing calls for the assessment
to be done on an annual basis with a thr ee-year rolling average, which
takes all the volatility out of the syst em. T his is a system that will work
well for Metropolitan Toronto. We’ve also put in aspects to protect
seniors and the disabled and also to phase it in over eight years”
(Ontario 1997m: 9856).
This exchange makes it abundantly clear that “current value assessment” is
based on market value, and nothing else. By implementing it, the government
was doing what ot her governments had tried and failed. Its policies in this regard
were not in any way inspired by the CSR. For t he government, however, the
policy did have significant benefits: within To ronto it lessened the tax burden on
downtown office buildings and on residential taxpayers in newer subur ban areas
of Metro and it increased the burden on many inner-city residents who would
never vote conservative anyway. But, unfortunately for the government, things
were not that simple.
When Toront o’s new assessments were made public in February 1998,
inner-city residences were not affected as negatively as had been expected,
leading to accusations that there had been a deliberate effort to minimise the
impact of the changes (Honey 1998). Small commercial holdings along
traditional shopping streets were another matter. Here there were examples of
small merchants potentially facing tax increases of more than a 1000 %. Almost
80 % of commercial properties within the new city of Toron to 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 that would prevail.
More than eighteen months after the announcement of the government’s
commitment to curren t-value assessment, we can still to this day watch the
government twist and turn as it amends the new 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
legislation in early 1997 (Ontario n.d.c). There are new classes of pr operty, new
phase-in procedures, new bands of permissible rate ratios, new municipal
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 h as introduced has been designed to soften and/or postpone the
impact of the system it sponsored in the first place. Both the initial policy and
the subsequent changes have all been justified in terms of fairness to propert y-tax
payers.

Conclusion
Very little of what the Harr is government has undertaken in relation to
municipalit ies owes its ori gin to the CSR. There appear t o have been three main
sources for the government’s action s:
<

<

<

Civil servants in t he Ministry of Mu nicipal Affairs seem to have been
mainly responsible for pushing municipal amalgamation outside Toronto.
They have promoted such a policy for decades regardless of the party in
power, but never with as much success as under Harris. They never before
had the kind of opportunit y provid ed by Bill 26. Nor had they ever been
able to link municipal amalgamation to an attractive political agenda, in this
case the desire to reduce the number of politicians in the province 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.
The impact of servi ce realignment on municipalities resulted indirectly from
the CSR. Once in office, the government decided that it could only
accomplish its CSR objectives in relation to education by eliminating the
authority of school boards to levy property taxes. Given that the CSR also
called for income-tax cuts, the government’s only alternative was to let the
municipalit ies take over tax room vacated by the school boards in return for
taking on increased funding respon sibilities, especially 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 had to confront issues relating to
property assessment and the Great er Toro nto Area. The Rae government had
launched assessment reform in Toronto and backed away. It then set up the
Golden task force. The province’s largest newspaper, The Toronto Star, had
become obsessed with insuring that something was done to prevent the city’s
apparent economic decline. It is no coinci dence that Harris first b ecame
enmeshed in Toronto gov ernance issues during a pre-election debate
sponsored by The Toronto Star.
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The real source of the Toronto amalgamation decision r emains 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 seems entirely plausible. Attempts within the ministry of municipal affairs
to draft legislation to implement the Golden report ran into problems, especially
when it became apparent t hat welfare could not be uploaded to the province. If
Metro and the regions were abolished -- as both Golden and Crombie
recommended -- either the GTA council would be far too powerful or sub-GTA
intermuni cipal servicing bodies (that would look embarrassingly like the old
regional governments) would have to be created. Since Mr. Harri s had promised
to “abolish Metro” things could not be left as they were. Amalgamation had
become the only alt ernative.
Since most members of the old Toronto city council were seen by Harris
conservativ es as irresponsible spenders who used th e city’s huge tax base as a
source of inexhaustible funds, the attraction of merging them with a more
numerous group of sy mpathetic suburban politicians must have been obviou s.
Similar attractions could well explain other aspects of the government’s policies.
The same people who elected the Toront o city council elected school tr ustees
who, from the government’s point of view, were the most notorious examples
of spendthrift school boards. Removing the taxing authority of all school boards
did more harm to the Toronto school board than to any other: i ts tax base had
been so strong that it could maintain the province’s highest per-student spending
levels without needing any provincial grants. Compounding the government’s
frustration was the fact that voters in Toronto’s trendy older neighbourhoods
paid low taxes due to outdated low assessments. The spending decisions of their
elected representatives at both the city council and the school board were then
passed on dispropor tionately to owners of hi gh-rise apartment build ings (and
indirectly to their tenants) and office buildings. Such property owners were, of
course, more likely to be supporters of the government than the homeowners in
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 became captives of the bureaucracy or that each of their
decisions was a pragmatic response to a par ticular cr isis. There does appear to
have been a consistent political direction, but one that was not explicitly
articulated in the CSR. Had the government somehow been able to restrict the
impact of its policies to the intended targets in central Toronto, its polit ical
difficult ies would have been dramatically reduced (John Sewell
notwithstanding). 9 The creation of the megacity, the end of school-board-taxing
authority, and the reform of propert y assessment have sparked a complex set of

9.

For a record of the remarkable accomplishments of Citizens for Local Democracy, of
which Se well was the main lead er, se e Citizens (W eb site No date). Se e also H orak (1 999).
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unanticipated reverberations wit hin all of the GTA and in the pr ovince as a
whole. Their long-term impacts are from clear. Whatever they turn out to be, it
seems obvious that most of them will have little or no connection t o the orig inal
provisions of the Common Sense Revolution.
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