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In the spring of 2002, I made a formal proposal to Toronto City Council to undertake a thorough review of one of the most fundamental of municipal public policy issues – that being the financing of elections. Driven largely by constituent concerns over excessive lobbying, insider influence and deal-making in the back rooms of City Hall, an Election Finance Review Task Force was established by Council a year later. 

On the night of David Miller’s successful mayoralty victory, the broom he enthusiastically hoisted over his head gave symbolic validity to these concerns. More importantly, it ushered in a new determination to clean the corridors of City Hall and to reestablish it as a place distinguished by accessibility, probity and transparency.

Next week, that determination will be put to its first true test. Council’s Administration Committee has reviewed the work of the Task Force and offered up a menu of proposed changes to Ontario’s Municipal Elections Act and City procedures. The goal? To bring new measures of clarity and accountability to the rules governing the raising, spending, disposition and reporting of election finances. 

Of course, when self-interest is at stake, politicians pay close attention. And well they should. In the 2003 Toronto municipal election, for example, with expenditure limits of approximately $30,000 per ward, most of the elected Councillors exceeded prescribed spending limits. Most raised funds in excess of their actual needs, one by as much as $70,000. Most accepted money from developers, contractors, real estate companies, and lobbying firms, whose 2, 814 collective contributions amounted to a staggering $ 1.73 million. 

The reform debate centres on four innovative proposals.

First, election-related fundraising gatherings and victory celebrations are currently excluded from the calculation of election expenses. The result is that well known candidates are able to spend beyond prescribed limits at soirees that are essentially campaign events in the guise of fundraising. One such 2003 event raised $75,000, none of which was recorded as an election expense. Such expenditures are now proposed to be included within spending limit calculations. As compensation, those limits are proposed to be increased by 25 per cent and adjusted for inflation.

Second, money raised by a successful candidate that is surplus to spending limits is currently held in an account, and made available for his or her use in the next election. The effect is to provide a distinctly unfair advantage to incumbents over challengers, who already enjoy greater community recognition. In addition, taxpayer contributed money sits unused for three years, a fact that will come as a surprise to many well-intentioned contributors. To level the playing field among all candidates, it is proposed that surpluses not spent in the election for which they were raised should become the property of the municipality. At current expenditure patterns, such a move would raise more than $1 million for public expenditure.

Third, there were a number of allegations following the 2000 municipal election that successful candidates for Toronto City Council had violated Ontario election laws. City Council is currently in the unseemly and untenable position of having to administer these complaints, raising legitimate questions of impartiality. It is proposed that monitoring and enforcement of the Municipal Elections Act become the responsibility of Elections Ontario.

Finally, there is no doubt that money is an important currency of electoral politics. It serves to encourage the involvement of people in public life, it facilitates candidacies and debate, it strengthens political parties, and it defers public costs. On the other hand, it can also carry with it the perception and prospect of unfair influence and patronage.

In the last two Toronto municipal elections, some 60 percent of contributions to elected incumbents came from corporations. In nine cases of successful campaigns in 2000, more than 80 per cent of donations were received from corporations. While individual corporate donations per candidate are capped at $750, one developer and its affiliated companies made 72 donations totaling more than $40,000 in 2000. In politics, perception is reality. And the widely held perception is that such excessive corporate donations are intended primarily to curry favour and gain reward, and that those accepting them may be subject to pressure to serve corporate interests. Quebec and Manitoba have banned corporate and union contributions during election periods. Recent federal legislation has severely curtailed such donations. It is proposed that corporations and trade unions be prohibited from making municipal election contributions.

So, just how strong is the Mayor’s broom? For a citizenry increasingly at risk of alienation from the political process, it cannot be strong enough. Approval of the package of election finance reforms before Council will give Queen’s Park the opportunity to work through the legislative process in time for the next municipal election in November 2006. All Councillors are encouraged to take the high road. Up there, you get a much clearer view of what’s really important.

Michael Walker

Councillor, Ward 22
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