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THE BIG PICTURE
How much can change in a few weeks.  

At the start of March, Ontario Minister of 
Finance Rod Phillips and his team were 
putting the finishing touches on a budget 
that would set the stage for the second half 
of the Ford PC government’s mandate. The 
government had established a path to fiscal 
balance that included reversing controversial 
decisions from its first year while making key 
investments on its electoral commitments.  

Seems like an eternity ago.  

As it has throughout the world, the COVID-19 
pandemic is forcing Ontario decision makers 
to shelve their previous plans and move to a 
war-footing dedicated to blunting the toll the 
virus will take on Ontario’s health care system 
and wider economy. 

This included a decision to postpone Phillips’ 
first full budget until the fall and replace it 
with a Fiscal Update dedicated to allocating 
resources in the fight against COVID-19.

So it was that Phillips stood in front 
of a legislative audience of 27 other 
MPPs practicing social distancing by all-
party agreement and delivered the Ford 
government’s most comprehensive policy 
statement to date on how they intend to 
protect the health, safety and economic 
security of the people of Ontario.

“We will do whatever it takes to protect 
your family’s health and protect Ontario’s 
economy.” Said Phillips, making it clear that 
the government was preserving flexibility to 
make additional investments as the situation 
evolves.

AS EXPECTED, A MUCH  
BIGGER DEFICIT
Phillips took pains to highlight that, prior to 
the COVID-19 crisis, Ontario was on track to 

return to balance on a responsible timetable 
with a projected deficit of $9.2 billion for 
2019-20. This represented a $1.1 billion 
improvement over the previous year.

At the same time, he warned Ontarians 
that the economic impact of the pandemic, 
along with an unprecedented combination 
of spending responses, will cause the deficit 
to balloon to $20.5 billion in 2020-21. The 
revised deficit number includes a record 
reserve of $2.5 billion and a $1 billion 
health care contingency fund designed to 
provide the government additional flexibility 
to respond to the pandemic should further 
measures be required.  The health care 
contingency fund is above and beyond the 
government’s general $1.3 billion dollar 
contingency fund.  

Phillips was unapologetic about the size of 
the deficit “There are certain moments that 
define a generation.  COVID-19 is one of 
those moments” said Phillips,  “Every dollar 
we invest that helps save a life or save a job is 
a dollar well spent.”

A HEALTH CARE ‘RESPONSE 
PACKAGE’ TO FIGHT COVID-19
Not surprisingly, this new deficit spending 
was focused on health care, with the Ministry 
of Health budget expected to increase by 
$3.3 billion over last year. This includes a 
$2.1 billion response package to deal with 
COVID-19. 

Highlights of this spending:

• $935 million for the hospital sector, 
including $594 million to accelerate 
progress on the government’s 
commitment to address capacity issues, 
as well as $341 million for an additional 
1,000 acute care and 500 critical care 
beds and more assessment centres.

• $124 million to support the delivery of 
more than 90 transitional care projects, 
creating approximately 1,000 spaces 
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where more than 20,000 patients can 
move from a hospital bed to a more 
appropriate transitional care setting.

• $243 million for the long-term care sector 
to increase capacity, plus $80 million for 
quality improvement and $23 million for 
capital projects in the sector. 

• $160 million in increased funding for 
public health to support COVID-19 
monitoring, surveillance and laboratory 
and home testing, while also investing in 
virtual care and Telehealth Ontario.

• $75 million to provide additional personal 
protective equipment and medical 
supplies to frontline medical staff.

• $120 million to increase home and 
community care capacity to allow 
hospitals to direct more resources to 
complex COVID-19 patients.

• $20 million in research and innovation 
funding to develop tools and resources to 
combat COVID-19.

• Approximately $80 million for ambulance 
and paramedic services

• Approximately $70 million for new 
infection control measures in retirement 
homes, residential facilities and 
emergency shelters.

• $12 million for mental health and 
addictions support. 

SUPPORT FOR BUSINESSES AND 
JOBS
Phillips took time during his statement to 
praise leaders in the business community 
who have stepped up their community efforts 
in response to the crisis.

“I am grateful to every business across 
Ontario for answering the call to support their 
community and workers,” Phillips said. “And 
here in the government we are supporting you 
as well.”  

The fiscal update includes $3.7 billion in 
new investments in people and jobs and $10 
billion in short term tax deferrals that include:

• Increasing the Employer Health Tax 
Exemption to $1 million, meaning nearly 
90% of Ontario businesses won’t have to 
pay the tax this year.

• $1.9 billion in relief to employers by 
allowing them to defer WSIB payments 
for six months.

• Deferring property taxes, including the 
quarterly installment of the Education 
Property Tax worth about $1.8 billion. 
Phillips said school boards will not be left 
without cash, as the province will make 
up shortfalls.

• Making available $6 billion by providing 
five months of interest and penalty 
relief for businesses to file and make 
payments for the majority of provincially 
administered taxes, including the 
Tobacco Tax; Fuel Tax; Gas Tax; Beer, 
Wine, and Spirits Tax; Mining Tax; 
Insurance Premium Tax; International Fuel 
Tax Agreement; and Race Tracks Tax 
through to August 31. This is estimated 
to improve cash flow for approximately 
100,000 businesses.

• Introducing a 10% refundable Regional 
Opportunities Investment Tax Credit 
which will encourage businesses to 
invest in every region of Ontario.

• Providing $9 million in direct support to 
families for their energy bills by expanding 
eligibility for the Low-income Energy 
Assistance Program (LEAP) and ensuring 
that electricity and natural gas services 
are not disconnected for nonpayment 
during the COVID-19 outbreak.

• Setting electricity prices at off-peak 
rates for residential, small business and 
farm customers, 24 hours a day for the 
next 45 days in order to support their 
increased daytime electricity usage. 
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NEW MEASURES FOR PARENTS 
AND STUDENTS
Philips reiterated the government’s 
commitment to provide emergency childcare 
options for frontline health care workers and 
first responders, despite the wider shutdown 
in the childcare sector.

For other parents Phillips announced that the 
government will provide a $200 subsidy to 
help them cover costs associated with having 
children at home full-time. Details of this will 
become available soon, but the province has 
the mechanism in place to distribute these 
funds based on measures implemented 
during the recent teacher strikes.   

For older students the Fiscal Update 
confirms the government’s previously 
stated commitment to suspend OSAP loan 
repayments until September 30, 2020. 
Phillips also announced an additional $100 
million for Employment Ontario skills training 
programs for people who lost employment 
due to COVID-19, while committing to work 
with the federal government and labour 
leaders to support apprentices currently in 
the process of learning a skilled trade.

A FOCUS ON VULNERABLE 
POPULATIONS
Given the increased risk that COVID-19 
poses to seniors, Phillips dedicated a 
significant portion of his remarks to work 
underway to protect the elderly, particularly 
those in long-term care facilities.

Phillips reiterated that the government has 
already implemented new active screening 
procedures and restricted visits at long-
term care homes across the province. In 
addition, the Fiscal Update includes new 
surge capacity funding designed to increase 
emergency and containment efforts at long-
term care homes across Ontario. 

Outside of these long-term care investments, 
Phillips announced that the government will 

provide $75 million in relief for low income 
seniors by doubling the maximum Guaranteed 
Annual Income Supplement (GAINS) for six 
months, starting in April. The government 
estimates that this will provide an additional 
$166 per month to help vulnerable seniors 
with their essential expenses.

For Ontarians relying on Ontario Works who 
are facing additional financial difficulties, 
Phillips announced a new investment of $52 
million into the Ontario Works emergency 
assistance program.

The Government will also invest $26 
million for Indigenous communities to fund 
prevention and awareness initiatives and to 
respond to an expected increase in demand 
for emergency air transportation.

The Government will also be providing 
additional support for charities and non-
profits, such as homeless shelters, food 
banks and religious organizations, through an 
investment of $148 million to municipalities 
through Consolidated Municipal Service 
Managers and District Social Service 
Administration boards. 

Phillips saluted community efforts in the 
fight against COVID-19 and committed the 
government will do its part.

WHAT’S NEXT
Phillips made a concerted effort to strike 
a non-partisan tone throughout his budget 
remarks, asserting, “There is no team blue, 
team orange, team red or team green… There 
is only team Ontario.”

He also highlighted that he had been in 
close contact with his federal counterpart Bill 
Morneau throughout the crisis and thanked 
the federal government for their ‘tireless work’ 
to protect Canadians.  

Many of the announcements in the Fiscal 
Update depend in part on collaboration 
with the Trudeau Government in Ottawa. 
To date the federal government, which has 
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a significantly greater fiscal capacity than 
Ontario, has provided substantial support. 
Ontario’s future ability to manoeuver will, 
in part, be determined by the federal 
government’s willingness to provide future 
support.

As has been the case with other levels of 
government, Phillips repeatedly indicated 
that the Government of Ontario is prepared 
to undertake further action as necessary, 

and the fiscal framework, with its additional 
$1 billion health care contingency fund, is 
designed to accommodate that.

“Premier Ford and I committed to protect our 
economy and our approach will evolve based 
on how the situation unfolds,” Phillips said. 
“Let us ensure that we are kind, measured, 
determined and strong...by living these 
principles we will weather the challenges 
ahead.”
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