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The following article presents excerpts from 
Anne Golden's keynote presentation at the 

1998 CIP Conference in Winnipeg, 
Manitoba: "Greater Toronto: The Ecstasy 
and the Agony." Readers are referred to 

"Growth Planning and Government in 
the Toronto Area: An Introductory 
Profile" in the March 1995 issue of Plan 
Canada for a description of government 
structure in the Greater Toronto Area. 

Introduction 
The Greater Toronto Area (GTA) Task 
Force was created by the Premier of 
Ontario on April 1, 1995, in response to 
growing concerns about the future health 
and workability of our urban region. The 
recession that hit in the late 1980s hit us 
harder and deeper than any other city in 
the country. The main concerns were the 
region's lagging economic performance, 
the feeling that we were over-governed 
and unfairly taxed, and a sense that the 
systems we relied on-from municipal 
finance to public transit-were broken or 
no longer able to meet our needs . 

Our mandate was uniquely broad: we 
were asked to deal with all aspects of the 
city-region except education governance, 
non-local health management, and waste 
management. We were called on to "set a 
new course for the new century" and to 
provide direction for the future gover-
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nance of the GTA. Our terms of reference 
directed us to address, as our first priority, 
the "apparent and potential further 
decline in economic attractiveness of the 
core of the GTA." 

The ecstasy 
Our solutions were inspired by three 
important insights: the emerging impor
tance of city-regions in the global econo
my; the interdependence of all parts of the 
city-region; and the role of quality of life 
factors, especially the environment and 
physical form of the region, in underpin
ning competitiveness. The result was a 
comprehensive set of integrated proposals 
for change. 

The major conclusions of the Report 

of the GTA Task Force (published in 
January 1996) were: 

• to treat the entire metropolitan 
region as a single economic unit 
with a unified economic strategy; 

• to have a new region-wide 
governmental body (the Greater 
Toronto Services Board) to deal 
with region-wide environmental 
and planning issues and to share 
major infrastructure and social 
costs; 

• to stop the erosion ofToronto's 
municipal tax base by introducing 

Actual Value Assessment (AVA), a 
system based on market value 
used in British Columbia; 

• to reduce business and property 
tax differentials between 416 
(Metro Toronto) and 905 
(Halton, Peei, York, and Durham 
regions) areas by pooling the edu
cation portion of business taxes 
across the GTA; 

• to have more compact urban 
development that contains sprawl, 
makes transit more viable, and 
economizes on infrastructure 
costs; and 

• to simplify local government within 
the metropolitan region by elimi
nating Toronto's upper tier (Metro) 
and the four surrounding regional 
governments, and by reducing the 
number oflocal municipalities. The 
local level would be assigned addi
tional responsibilities where that 
made sense. 

The agony 
In the end, despite our Task Force plea 
that the recommendations be viewed as an 
integrated plan and implemented as a 
package, the provincial government "cher
ry-picked" the Report to make it fit with 
its broader provincial agenda. Mega
changes there have been, but, with the 
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exception of assessment reform, not the 
changes we recommended. They include 
the following: 

Amalgamation: The boldest decision 
(in April 1997) was to amalgamate Metro 
Toronto's six municipalities into a single 
new City ofToronto, with a population of 
2.3 million people. The new city has over 
50,000 employees (more than six other 
provinces) and an annual budget of more 
than $6.5 billion (larger than eight other 
provinces). As well, the six local school 
boards have been eliminated and replaced 
by one Toronto board. 

Disentanglement-. The provincial
municipal relationship was dramatically 
restructured, with many shared-cost pro
grams being eliminated. In return for leav
ing municipalities the full responsibility 
for funding traditional local functions
from roads to fire protection- the 
Province took control, for the first time 
in Ontario history, of all education 
money (about $14 billion). 

Social service fonding-. In January 
1997, during the so-called "megaweek" of 
announced changes, the Province down
loaded social services, including welfare 
and social housing, on to the municipal 
tax base. This was later modified after an 
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intensely negative public reaction so that, 
currently, social housing and some welfare 
costs have been downloaded. In the GTA, 
the Province's subsequent decision to pool 
social service costs across the city-region 
will mitigate, though not eliminate, the 
disproportionately onerous burden on the 
City of Toronto arising from its higher 
concentration of social needs. 

GTA governance: As for the central 
theme of our Report-the need to develop 
a region-wide agenda to manage growth 
across our metropolitan region-a Greater 
Toronto Services Board (GTSB) was 
created, sort of. It has no real power 
whatsoever, only the power to "recom
mend" various actions to its member 
municipalities. It will have the power to 
run GO Transit, a commuter transport sys
tem, which the regions were already doing. 
Some predict that this fledgling advisory 
body will evolve into something meaning
ful. And the Greater Toronto Marketing 
Alliance (GTMA) is just getting off the 
ground, a far weaker economic promotion 
agency than envisaged by our Task Force. 

Property tax reform: Finally, the 
Ontario government did bite the bullet on 
assessment reform, instituting AVA across 
the province in 1998. However, when 

businesses facing big tax increases because 
of the shift took to the streets in protest, 
both civic and provincial officials sought 
ways to offer relief. The latest legislative 
initiative (Bill 16) offers a tax cap for busi
nesses. Bill 16 is optional-city councils 
don't have to put on the 2.5% cap for 
business. But if they do, and in Toronto 
they certainly will , this 2.5% cap each 
year for three years is for all taxes, whether 
arising from reassessment or budget needs. 
What this Bill does, in effect, is freeze 
commercial and industrial assessments 
where they were in 1997. Homeowners 
will likely be phased in to their new bases. 
It also means that if the C ity does require 
more money, it can only raise taxes on the 
residential sector. 

The original annoi,mcement about 
the tax gap between 416 and 905 busi
nesses left Toronto businesses paying tax 
rates that would have been more than 
double the tax rates of their 905 counter
parts, thereby perpetuating the fiscal 
inequity that our Task Force had so stren
uously warned against. The Minister of 
Finance said he recognized the problem, 
but would fix it later. However, following 
some intense media advocacy and private 
lobbying, and with an unexpectedly 
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healthy revenue picture, the spring budget 
set out the Province's plan to reduce 
above-average commercial and industrial 
education taxes to the provincial average 
over eight years-a change that will bene
fit Toronto businesses especially. 

... Ironically, the Province believes 
chat it has delivered on all three of our pri
mary recommendations: properry tax 
reform with AVA, disentanglement, and 
GTA coordination. They would argue, I 
believe, chat in expressing disappointment 
I am being impatient, chat in 10 years the 
regional governments in the 905 area will 
have disappeared, and chat the GTSB will 
be able to deliver on the vision. Perhaps. 

Why? 
So why did the events of the past two 
years turn out the way they have? Ask any
one in Toronto and they will cite at least 
one or more of the following factors: 

Change in government. You might 
chink the fact chat our Task Force had to 
report to a government chat did not 
appoint it undermined the likelihood of 
the Report being fully implemented. The 
Harris government itself did not have a 
pre-set agenda on the GTA. However, it 
did have an agenda in its pledge to cut 
provincial personal income taxes by 30% 
and at the same time eliminate the provin
cial deficit. le was chis commitment chat 
made the government so insistent on cak
ing control of education funding, which 
in turn determined the form chat disen
tanglement would cake. 

There are chose who still believe chat 
Bill 103 was the resulc of a neo-conserva
cive conspiracy to punish an NDP-based 
Toronto. A senior insider to whom I 
spoke denies chis revenge theory. He 
believes chat what really happened is chat 
the government could not find any sup
porters for our governance model. It was 
felt chat to cry to sell it would involve 
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them in a brutal political baccle-chey 
feared a widespread NO WAY GTA cam
paign. As well, though Minister Leach was 
initially very sympathetic to our gover
nance plan, he and others apparencly 
became persuaded chat the special purpose 
bodies, which were part of our plan, 
would be too cumbersome. 

The role of municipal politicians: 

Clearly, the main roadblock was che reac
tion of municipal politicians right across 
the region, with no one prepared to com
promise. There were two dynamics at play. 

The first was the vacuum created by 
the mayors' competing and largely 
parochial responses. The resulc of all their 
disparate efforts was to send a message to 
Queen's Park chat no consensus was possi
ble. In the face of a variery of competing 
proposals, and having accepted our propo
sition chat "the status quo was not an 
option," the Province stepped in and 
introduced its own plan. 

The second dynamic arose from the 
fact chat all of the 905 provincial ridings 
were held by Conservatives. This made 
the Ontario government particularly sen
sitive to the reaction of the 905 municipal 
politicians. Lircle wonder chat our message 
to protect the central ciry was blunted. 

The Megacity diversion: The decision 
to amalgamate Metro was irrelevant at 
best, and possibly counter-productive. 
Irrelevant because Metro itself was not the 
problem; counter-productive because it 
distracted us from the real task. It 
absorbed our energy and created needless 
anxiery and alienation. le also created a 
problem-that of ensuring adequate citi
zen access to decision-making, for which 
compensating new local councils and 
committees were created. 

The decision to amalgamate Metro's 
six municipalities into one Ciry of 
Toronto seemed at the time to have come 
out of the blue. Not one of the 300 sub-

missions to our Task Force had proposed 
it. When all three of Toronto's key dailies 
endorsed the idea, the government felt it 
could move ahead regardless of intense cit
izen resistance and referendum results. 

The fight over Megaciry generated a 
sense of public outrage and galvanized a 
citizens' opposition movement unlike any
thing Toronto had experienced since the 
baccle to stop the Spadina Expressway in 
the lace 1960s. The anger was about both 
substance and process. There was a clear 
"dis-connect" between the proposal and 
the case for change-the problems identi
fied were between the five regional govern
ments of the GTA, not within Metro. 
Alarm bells went off when defenders of 
Megaciry, in order to make their case, 
resorted to superficial and hastily pro
duced studies based on spurious assump
tions to project significant cost savings. 
Polls taken at the time confirmed chat 
people from across political, income, and 
occupation spectrums shared anxiery 
about a process they viewed as overly 
hasry and heavy-handed. 

My primary concern about the 
Megaciry unification plan was chat it would 
make the essential regional communiry 
agenda more difficult to achieve. If amalga
mating Metro's municipalities solved a 
problem, chat problem had not been identi
fied. The main point about Megaciry for 
Metro is chat it missed the point! 

The farce of polarization: The resulc of 
unification, in my view, was not benign. 
First, having fought and won chis exhaust
ing barcle, the Government of Ontario 
had spent its political capital and the 
opportuniry to address the region-wide 
issues . Second, the intensely charged 
atmosphere did not bring out the best in 
people; rather, it fostered a climate of 
competitiveness and parochialism instead 
of cooperation. 

It is this destructive competition chat 
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has polarized U.S. city centres and their 
suburban municipalities. It is this polar
ization that has produced the too-familiar 
pattern of poverty in their inner cores, 
together with the continuous outward 
flight of money and jobs to newer and 
more distant suburbs. Once polarization 
occurs, the concentration of poverty, the 
outward migration of businesses, jobs, and 
middle class people from the core, and the 
concomitant spread of sprawl grow worse. 
I fear that Greater Toronto has started 
down that road. 

It is important to appreciate that our 
Report, which called for a city-region wide 
solution, was presented at a time when a 
marked change was taking place in 
Canadian social values. The balance 
between the public and private good was 
shifting toward the latter, with the empha
sis on the need for individuals and com
munities to provide for themselves rather 
than on an older vision of collective 
responsibility. This shift toward the pri
vate end of the spectrum has contributed 
to growth in the forces of polarization, 
and this, of course, makes a vision based 
on the sharing of costs and opportunities 
almost impossible to achieve. 
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Conclusion 
Toronto's success was founded, in part, on 
the principle of sharing costs across the 
region for both infrastructure needs, like 
sewers and schools, and social costs. 
Indeed, Metro was originally created pri
marily so that the resources of the City 
could be used to help the developing, 
under-resourced suburban municipalities. 
This sharing principle applied, too, to 
social costs and began with the distribution 
of social housing across Metro, thereby 
spreading the welfare burden more evenly 
between the downtown core and suburbs. 

Here we are today, faced with essen
tially the same challenges of how to plan 
for growth and share social costs equitably 
over the whole economic region. But, 
instead of building 
on these values that 
were so instrumental 
to our success, we 
appear to be walking 
away from them. 

Can we get off 
this road? Here's 
how, and it's not 
that complicated. 
We must give the 
GTSB the power to 
plan effectively for 
the metropolitan 
region and the 
power ro share costs 
for region-wide ser
vices. Time is of the 
essence. As I wrote 
in our 1996 
Report-and it's even 
more true today: 

The region is at 

a turning point. It 
can either slip into 
decline, Losing rev

enue and competitive 

advantage-and the attendant human and 

social benefits-or it can be reinvented as a 

thriving city-region that compares with the 

best in the world. It can deteriorate into 

rancorous and unproductive factionalism or 

it can develop into a stronger, more cohesive, 

and more effective city-region. 8 ,, 

Dr. Anne Golden has been president of the 

United Way of Greater Toronto since 1987. 

Dr. Golden took a Leave of absence from this 

responsibility when she was appointed to 

chair the GTA Task Force, formed to address 

issues facing the Toronto region, including 

governance. 

November I novembre 1998 25 




