pension plans

Mr Dalton McGuinty (Leader of the Opposition): My question is to the Minister of Finance. Minister, I want to draw your attention to the people sitting up in the public gallery behind me. There are several people who have come here today. They are very concerned and angry about your proposed changes to Ontario pension laws. 

Several of those here today are from Peterborough. They are former employees of Johnson & Johnson Medical Products. Some 200 of those employees were laid off in 1998 and they are still waiting for their fair share of the pension surplus. They were awaiting the Monsanto decision, which came down last Friday, as you know. That decision said that employees are entitled to share in their pension surplus. Their employer is fighting them and in a letter to the employees earlier this year said that they will hold out until you pass your legislation, which obviously is going to give them a decidedly unfair advantage.

These people, Madam Minister, want to know whether or not you are going to do the right thing, stand up for fairness and ensure that you withdraw the pension portion of Bill 198.

Hon Janet Ecker (Minister of Finance): Equitable treatment between employers and employees, making sure that employees have the pension they are entitled to, is extremely important. That’s why, as you heard in my commitment on Monday and the Premier’s commitment on Tuesday, this is not being proclaimed until consultations have occurred ... the pension that they are entitled to is extremely important. That’s why you heard my commitment on Monday and the Premier’s commitment on Tuesday that this is not being proclaimed until consultations have occurred. If things need to be fixed, they will be fixed. Because we need to ensure that pensioners understand and know that their pension rights are protected.

Mr Dalton McGuinty (Leader of the Opposition): Madam Minister, the people who are here today and the people whom you have angered around the province do not trust you.

Interruption.

The Speaker (Hon Gary Carr): Order. ??, please. I would ask all the members in the gallery to kindly respect our rules. The members of the gallery are not allowed to speak out. I know you’ve come a long way to watch the questions and answers. I would appreciate your co-operation so that we can run smoothly.

The leader of the official opposition?

Mr McGuinty: Madam Minister, here’s one of the comments made by a member of your own caucus: “We made a mistake and let’s admit it. ....People think we’re letting companies steal the surplus from their pensions and we can’t...explain convincingly that we’re not.”

That member is right, and you are wrong. These people sitting behind me are right, as are their counterparts throughout the province of Ontario. They don’t trust you. They don’t trust you to somehow take this over and under cover of darkness maybe do what you did when you gave that sweetheart deal to professional sports teams in the province of Ontario.

What we’re asking you to do is the only honourable and fair thing: to withdraw the pension portion of your bill, set it aside and kill it.

Hon Mrs Ecker: The opposition has raised concerns that people felt that they weren’t consulted and a process and time was not taken. So the Premier’s commitment is very clear: we need to do further consultation, and we need to ensure that pensioners are satisfied and their rights are protected. If changes need to be made, those changes will be made.

Mr McGuinty: What are you talking about? First you pass the bill, and then you consult? Is that the new rule around the Ontario Legislature? We’re supposed to do it the other way around.

We were never properly consulted. You never listened to these people. Had you bothered to stop and listen, you would have received the kind of information, the kind of anger and upset that these people are obviously expressing not only here today but right around the province.

The only acceptable thing to do in these circumstances, the right thing to do, the fair thing to do, is for you to stop standing up for employers and to start standing up for fairness and to reject this portion of the bill you’re trying to sneak through and somehow have us believe that we’re going to trust you. Reject this portion.

Hon Mrs Ecker: I think it’s important to stress for the pensioners here in the gallery and for those who may be listening that there is nothing—there is nothing—that is proposed or under consideration that affects the earned benefits of pension plan members or—
Interjections.

The Speaker: Come to order. If the member for Toronto Centre-Rosedale does that again, he’s out. We’re not going to put up with that.
Sorry, Minister of Finance.

Hon Mrs Ecker: I think it bears repeating that there is nothing on the table that is affecting the earned benefits of pension plan members, of retirees, of employees, at all. The Premier’s commitment is very, very clear: there needs to be further consultation. We need to ensure that those rights are protected. If changes need to be made, they will be.

pension plans

Mr George Smitherman (Toronto Centre-Rosedale): My question is for the Minister of Finance. Madam Minister, for something like the tenth occasion in less than a week I’m asking you a question about a bill that you don’t seem to understand. People from Stratford and Barrie and Peterborough and places all over southern Ontario have come here today to demand of you that you stop suggesting that this Legislature should pass a piece of legislation that is admittedly flawed. So I’d like you to stand Madam Minister and take your eyes up just to the front row of the galleries and talk to the people there and explain to them why it is that in this Legislature you should ask members of this place to pass a piece of legislation that you have come awfully close to admitting is deeply flawed.

Hon Janet Ecker (Minister of Finance): I don’t think theatrics help this situation at all. I think it’s important that pensioners understand that they know that their pensions are safe, that they know that the viability of their pensions is going to be protected. The Premier has made a very clear commitment. We do wish to continue to consult on this. We do wish to ensure that the problems that employee groups have told us about are fixed as well, because there are issues that they, in the consultations over the last year and a half, have raised. They had problems they wanted fixed as well. So I think there are some legitimate issues. Obviously people have not been satisfied that either the information they have or the positions that have been taken, are not satisfied that their pensions are protected adequately. So, we will consult to find the right resolution for that and if changes need to be made we will make them.

Mr Smitherman: It’s interesting that you’d characterize my passion for theatrics because the real theatrics that we’re seeing are from you because you’re a bad actor. You’re a bad actor trying to play a role as a senior minister that doesn’t even understand the implications of her own legislation. So don’t tell me one more time when I put the facts before you, when I clearly demonstrated the point in the bill that will strip the rights of these employees to gain access to the surpluses in their pension funds, don’t talk to me about theatrics Madam Minister. Stand in your place this one time and tell me why it’s appropriate to ask this Legislature to pass a piece of badly flawed legislation. Stand in your place.

Hon Mrs Ecker: The honourable member likes to say that he understands the legislation. Well if he does then why is it that he objects to something that talks about respecting surplus sharing agreements between employers and employees. I’m sure that he would agree that the chosen way to deal with questions around surplus sharing is with an agreement between the employer and the employees. That is the preferred option. That is what we think should be part of what happens in all circumstances. Again, we recognize that pensioners are concerned. We recognize there are issues that need to be dealt with and we are taking steps to do that.

The Speaker: Point of order. The member for Timmins-James Bay.

Mr Gilles Bisson (Timmins-James Bay): I’m seeking unanimous consent to ask the seniors in this gallery if they’re feeling better after that answer.

The Speaker: We’re not going to do unanimous consents with theatrics like that. If you wonder why we don’t get down to your question, it’s doing things like that that take the time away from question period and when you don’t get down to your questions, you’ll know why.

The member for Waterloo-Wellington.
innovation initiatives

Mr Ted Arnott (Waterloo-Wellington): Speaker, it’s hard to follow the comedy act of the member for Timmins-James Bay and the member for Toronto Centre-Rosedale but I will do my very best.

The Speaker: Order. Take your seat. The member for Toronto Centre-Rosedale is named. I’m going to have to ask Mr Smitherman to leave the chamber.

Mr George Smitherman (Toronto Centre-Rosedale):  You think it’s a comedy act? You think it’s funny?
