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It is always an honour to participate in an ISARC event.  I first was introduced to the work of ISARC when I was at the Social Planning Council of Metropolitan Toronto in the late 1980s, when this province was engaged in some very serious soul-searching on the issue of social assistance reform.  

Since that time, this coalition of inter-faith views has shown me how faith of all denominations can be a guide to connecting the dots between day-to-day struggles of people and the timeless search for justice.  Strangely, by placing our struggle into a context of past struggle, indeed eternal struggle, the struggle is made easier…for me at least.  As a member of the United Church’s Trinity-St. Paul’s Church, I was amazed at how much intersection there was between this “faith work” and my work as an economist.

The title of your deliberations today, “Will community voices shape public choices?”, has a wistful subtext.  It is as if you are on the brink of answering the question with a “no”, and waiting for the despair or anger to set in.  Why it is that the community voices you have heard, in this last year and for many years before, have failed to shape public choices so consistently, for so long?   How can these poignant and maddening stories fail to move the public or our elected representatives?

Today I hope to connect the dots in my own way.  I’d like to describe what we’ve lost, why we’ve lost it, and why all is not lost.  I’d like to tell you why I think the road we are on leads from despair to hope, and why that road reinforces, rather than erodes, faith.

****************

It is genuinely disheartening to see how community voices fall onto deaf ears, how increasing human misery is unable to shake governments into action.

The deterioration of public services over the two decades has eroded peoples’ health and well-being, and has even eroded the hope that the purpose of governments is to seek the greatest good for the greatest number.

In my own time working as an economist the shopping list of events that has marked this retrenchment of public purpose is daunting.

For the last 18 years I’ve fought alongside countless fellow Canadians to protect the least advantaged members of society from losing the little social protections they have.   

I started my career after graduate school trying to improve re-integration and vocational training for workers who had become injured on the job.  Our work was mostly shelved.  

In the mid 1980s, in the wake of the biggest recession since the Great Depression, we fought to revitalize the strategic importance of full-employment policies, and lost.  

In the late 1980s, with free trade looming on the horizon, we fought to improve training opportunities to facilitate “labour adjustment” of the unemployed, and lost. 

In the early 1990s we fought to prevent massive erosion of income supports, first unemployment insurance benefits then welfare, and lost.  

In the mid 1990s we fought to preserve social housing programs, and lost.  

In the late 1990s we fought for sufficient investment in core infrastructure to assure clean water and electricity, and lost.  

We lost every time because the counter-argument was “the cupboard is bare”.

To my dismay, the fight has now turned to securing the future of public health care, the social program considered most fundamental to, and most treasured by, Canadians.  And the reason that we are struggling to assure everyone’s access to this most quintessential human right  – timely, quality health care – is again because “the cupboard is bare”. 

But that line is not as credible as it once was. Not when you have an estimated $25 billion in tax cuts this year from the federal level, another $23 billion at the provincial level. Not when unanticipated surpluses in the federal budget since 1997 have dedicated almost $47 billion to one purpose only – paying down the debt.  Not when the inflation-adjusted size of the economy is two-thirds bigger than it was in the early 1980s. 

So the fiscal basics are there.  But after almost two decades of downloading and offloading public service, increased individual independence (couched as individual responsibility, but really permitting us to not need one another) has begun to impair the clarity of our vision.  We are less able to find the politicians who will champion these programs, because, reflecting the electorate, they are convinced that too much support may feed an unhealthy “dependence”.  It takes no philosopher to understand, however, that our very survival makes us critically dependent on each other.  

So why is it that the culture of our day cannot “see” this reality.  What stories, analogies, metaphors can we invoke to help clarify our vision?  

Most of the faith tradition is replete with stories about our relatedness, to one another, to creation, to the Creator. 

In my own tradition, one of the most helpful metaphors to describe how we are connected to one another comes from the Bible, in the verses from I Corinthians Chapter 12, where the body is deconstructed for us.  It is not, we are told, in and of itself one part, but many. For the body to function fully, we require all our different capacities:  our eyes, ears, internal organs, limbs and systems (immune, circulatory, nervous). 

“If an ear should say, "Because I am not an eye I do not belong to the body," it does not for this reason belong any less to the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be?”

As the verses of this chapter go on to describe, viscerally and poetically, when one part of the body [society] suffers, every part suffers.  When one part rejoices, so does all.  

The message is: we are genuinely different.  But to think that means we share nothing in common, and are unaffected by one another, is a mistake. “Unity in diversity” is the theme.  We need one another to function properly, to be our very best.

For my father’s generation, the job with a future was to be an engineer, just as computer programmers are on the cutting edge of social, economic and cultural transformation today.  Engineers were literally transforming our lives in the post-war period.  All around the world they built and rebuilt our communities:  roads and bridges, electricity grids, labyrinths of water and sewage networks, public and private buildings and institutions that supported commerce and care, research and learning. They pushed the electrical and mechanical frontiers of production to unprecedented levels.  In short, they designed and built the infrastructure and equipment that allowed our societies to develop. 

That generation’s central analogy was to see the world through the engineer’s eyes.  The culture and language of the machine or the system was all pervasive. Talk about an input-output matrix, throw in a black-box at the heart of a circuit, and everyone understood the inter-relatedness of things.  The core understanding was that the quality and quantity of inputs shape the quality and quantity of output.  (This analogy was later appropriated by the generation of computer programmers with the infamous “Garbage In, Garbage Out” adage, the explanation for all inexplicable computer output.)

My children see the world through the world wide web. The net is their analogy for the connectivity of life, where life can be and is fed from anywhere and everywhere.  Underscored by the chaos of the unexpected link, the net permits the potential for creativity [and disaster] to grow exponentially, not linearly. The greater the number of functional parts, the greater the potential.   

All of these analogies tell us:  if some parts don’t work, you may be able to work around it, but the whole is less functional, effective, vital.  Excellence comes when each part of the whole performs at its potential, even moves the frontiers of its particular potential forward. This is cause for all to rejoice.  Malfunctioning or inactive parts will create “pain” for the whole thing, possibly total breakdown.  

Though there are many powerful ways that our connectedness to one another is revealed, directly and indirectly, the connected view of things is daily discounted or totally disregarded. 

The most recent politically-initiated example of this comes from the Ontario government, who has proposed that senior citizens in this province no longer will need to pay the education portion of their property tax bill. These are same people who will increasingly rely on the taxes paid by working age and younger people to finance their acute and long-term care needs, and their drug programs components of public expenditure that are the fastest cost drivers of all government spending.  The notion that they have nothing to lose by no longer supporting those who will support them is nothing short of fantastic.

It is indeed genuinely disheartening to see how easily interconnectedness is dismissed, how the growing number of voices calling out for help, even in the midst of unprecedented prosperity, are left out, ignored. 

They are ignored because this is not “on message” for politicians, whose very political currency resides in their ability to point to success.  Canada’s and Ontario’s exceptional economic performance in the G7 has got most incumbent politicians crowing, loud and at length.  They conveniently put aside the fact that, despite this growth, the intensity of poverty and the number of homeless is rising; that the growth in deregulated and rapidly increasing rents has the by-product of more and more under-nourished households; that a growing number of communities across this land are not assured of potable water; that rising tuition fees are making post-secondary education increasingly a risky financial investment, especially for those with low income; and that emergency rooms and waiting lists for diagnostics and surgical procedures are increasingly backed up.  

They leave out these details, and the community voices that expose these details, because these voices and these messages don’t count.  At least they don’t contribute to the counting that counts.  The message is about a growing economy, not about the growing health and well-being of society. 

As those who get left out become, quite literally, more ill, it is not just as individuals that they find themselves deteriorating.  This disease contributes to the dis-ease of the whole body politic, with a growing part of it becoming stressed, disabled, potentially malfunctioning and ineffective

What makes the body politic healthy?  What are the determinants of health?  They are the very basics listed above: adequate shelter, adequate food, clean water, health care, education.  As my research and your stories confirm, access to these basics is deteriorating for a growing number of citizens. 

The mental health movement has another spin on the basics.  They say the basics are a home, a job and a friend.  Strikingly simple, we can all imagine how we would cope, as individuals, with the loss of even one of these elements.  Refuge, engagement, connection.  These are the core needs of a healthy person, and a healthy community. 

The gaps in what needs to be done are very clear.  Community voices have been asking for do-able, clear and specific changes for decades, backed up by research and passion.  But, instead of documented improvements, elected officials primarily offer supportive nods and maddening delays, while they preside over documented deterioration.  For example, today, just a couple of kilometres away from the seat of the provincial capital in downtown Toronto, there will be a vigil to commemorate the burial of the 300th homeless person. Why is this happening?

The larger context of this seemingly relentless trend is the imposition (or voluntary adoption) of the “Washington Consensus”.  This is a recipe for economic development first articulated by the IMF (International Monetary Fund) for application to Third World nations in the early 1980s.  It has become the dominant social experiment in the developed and developing nations alike.   

In Canada we have engaged in this social experiment since the late 1980s, most aggressively in the 1990s. The Washington Consensus is about “rethinking” the role of state by testing out just how much the market can replace the state’s function. 

The reasoning goes like this:  By scaling back the role of the state, we can make more room for the market to do what it’s good at, make money. (This is an acknowledgment of the “crowding out” theory of governments in the economy.  Based on a zero-sum analysis of the world, if governments get too big, they crowd out the most “productive” part of the economy, the market, because – according to this view – governments are not themselves productive, they are simply redistributive.)  

Less government leads to more market.  More market means more money.  More money means more prosperity.  More prosperity naturally means reduced poverty.  The moral underpinning is that this circuit leads to more prosperity for all.  Who could be against that?  The purported way to achieve such a laudable goal – less government  – may seem counter-intuitive, but the end result will prove the common sense of this initiative.  

Less government means stripping public programs of resources (mostly funding, i.e. money, but sometimes infrastructure like land and buildings).  Making this a structural change means program cuts should lead to tax cuts.  That’s the primary way resources are redistributed to the real investors in society (again, public investment is not considered productive or efficient in this model), those who already have the most resources.  

This part of the Washington Consensus is based on “trickle down” theory:   the investors –  who admittedly now have more – invest, this creates jobs, and everybody benefits.  In Canada this can only work if the investments are in productive capacity, not stock market speculation; and investments create jobs at home, not overseas (unless the explicit goal of tax cuts here is to create jobs somewhere else…..not a big political grabber).

Canada can be seen as the poster-child for implementation of this recipe for success over the 1990s.  Let’s see how we followed the recipe, and what was the result?

WASHINGTON CONSENSUS RECIPE, Canada style

1) Reduce the Size of Government 

Among the G-7 nations, Canada has seen the most aggressive reduction in the size of government over the 1990s. The federal role alone contracted by 29% between 1990-91 and 2000-01, from 16% of GDP to just over 11% of GDP. This is the lowest rate of expenditure by the federal government since 1951, when Canada did not yet have a Medicare program, comprehensive elderly benefits, or programs of universal coverage.

2) Increase Confidence with Lower Inflation, Lower Costs of Borrowing Money

Canada’s inflation rate over the past five years has averaged 1.7 % – well below the average for G-7 countries.  A recent up-tick in inflation was primarily generated through rising oil prices (the war), but the long-term goal of the Bank of Canada, since late 1989, was price stability, a goal that could only be reached by first dis-inflating (i.e. slowing down) the economy. The explicit inflation target range is 1 to 3% increase in general consumer prices, a target that has been, and will continue to be the primary goal of monetary policy. 

3)
Increase Reliance on Trade
Since the signing of the Free Trade Agreement with the United States in 1988, there has been an explicit policy shift to increase the openness of Canada’s economy, a country that has, since its beginnings, been an economy that is based on trade and thus unusually open.  Exports rose as a share of the economy, from 24% in 1990 to 43% by 2000.  During this time the U.S. share of total Canadian exports grew from 74% in 1990 to 87% in 1999.  Since September 11, 2001, US exports have fallen to 82% of total exports.  

4)
Attract more Foreign Investment

Part of opening an economy is making it “open for business”, that is attracting investors both at home and from abroad.  Foreign direct investment in Canada (inward FDI) grew dramatically in the 1990s, from $130 billion in 1990 to $292 billion in 2000.  As a share of the economy, inward FDI grew from 18.6% of GDP in 1985 to 28% of GDP in 2000.  Compared to other G-7 nations the Canadian economy is highly open: the G-7 average over the same period also grew, but from 5.2 % of GDP to 9.5% of GDP.

RECIPE YIELDS

· The economy has grown by $780 billion since the early 1980s, more than two-thirds bigger in inflation adjusted terms. Towards the end clocking real rates of growth similar to the 1960s and early 70s.  From 1990 to 2002 the Canadian economy grew by over a third in inflation-adjusted terms. Over $480 billion more was produced in 2002 than in 1990, creating a vastly greater capacity to finance social development initiatives.

· Stable and favourable economic conditions in terms of prices and the costs of borrowing. Inflation rates are under control, targeted to levels last seen 40 years ago.  Interest rates are at the same levels as 50 years ago

· Unprecedented budgetary surpluses at the federal level in both size and duration (since 1997-98).  This is primarily due to sharp reductions in spending.  Federal program spending is just under 12%, same size as it was in 1949-50.  At that time we didn’t have Old Age Supplements, Guaranteed Income Supplements, Medicare, a very big UI system (though this has shrunk dramatically over the last 12 years, and is indeed a primary source of the surplus).

· Federal Debt decreased 
The debt to GDP ratio has plummeted ($47 billion spent on reducing it since 1998).   Net federal public debt fell from a high of 70.7% of GDP in 1995-96 to 46.5% of GDP in 2001-02, the fastest and deepest rate of reduction within the G-7 nations.  At the end of 2001-02, about $17 billion was paid down in debt reduction alone.

· Deep Tax Cuts

The enduring way of eliminating surplus is tax cuts.  In 2002-3, the provinces and the federal governments provided $20 billion at each level on tax “relief”. 

For 2003-4 tax cuts are estimated to cost $23 billion in the provinces (before new cuts) rising to $27 and $30 billion over next two years.

At the federal level, the commitment to tax cuts is estimated to cost no less than $25 billion this year (2003-4), rising to $31 next year. 

That means, at the national level, tax cuts "cost" $40 billion in 2002-03, $48 billion in 2003-04, and $61 billion in 2004-05. 

By cost, I mean opportunity costs - the fiscal room governments had before they started cutting their own capacity to provide public services. 

IT’S ABOUT GETTING LESS FROM GOVERNMENT
No surprise, then, that over the last decade inequality has grown even as the economy has flourished.  No surprise that, despite unprecedented economic capacity, there is a growth in the number of households with inadequate or precarious shelter, people who are undernourished, unsafe water supplies, higher tuition fees, and less reliable or timely health care.
This model of growth, crafted by the IMF and the World Bank, can be conceived of as both predated by and a reaction to the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights  (1948) and International Covenant on Social, Economic and Cultural Rights (1976).  Canada is signatory to both.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 25, reads :

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. All children, whether born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social protection. 

After an eloquent preamble about human dignity, the International Covenant reads:

In no case may a people be deprived of its own means of subsistence.  (Article 1)

….the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous improvement of living conditions. The States Parties will take appropriate steps to ensure the realization of this right  (Article 11)

….the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health (Article 12)

….[State Parties commit to]  reporting to [the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations] on the progress made in achieving the observance of the provisions of the present Covenant falling within the scope of their activities.

The difference between the UN and the IMF/World Bank approaches is the debate over the means for achieving what is ostensibly the same end: the reduction of poverty.  But how to achieve this goal? The UN holds states directly responsible, the subtext being that it is accomplished through public provisions, supported by the World Bank and IMF if local public revenues are insufficient.  The World Bank/IMF believes that economic development is the best path for delivering human development. Governments’ primary responsibility is to set the stage for improvement. In other words, achieving the human basics is a derivative process, a by-product of growth.  But both with growth and without growth, the IMF world view does not reference the distribution of production, except to say that for more rapid growth to occur, more unequal distribution is a first step. 

Over the 1990s this approach has been in full swing.  We have seen near universal commitment to tax cuts in the developed world, and concomitant economic growth.  

Nowhere has this experiment been more accentuated than in Canada, and nowhere is the resulting evidence more telling, both in terms of economic growth and its “derivative” by-products of the reduction of poverty and the expansion of well-being.   What we see is that growth doesn’t get us where we want to go.  Growth, by itself, is not the formula.  The means cannot automatically deliver the ends.  For that to occur, we have to make sure the settings of the formula are calibrated to deliver that objective. 

Given this context, then, what is the larger context of what we need to do?  

Our immediate job is to continue to increase our public scrutiny and the coalescing of our voices.  We need to bear witness and testify as to what is occurring in our midst, and wherever possible connect these results with the public processes that are being purportedly undertaken in our name, for our benefit.

Despite economic growth, this nation will face the most rapidly changing dependency ratio of any nation on earth starting about a decade from now. (The dependency ratio is the ratio between the number of citizens of non-working age -  both elderly and young -  and the number of people of working age, i.e. those upon whom they rely for their sustenance.  Canada is facing the most rapid increase in its dependency ratio due to aging because during the 15 years following World War II we had the highest fertility rate of any other nation.  These are the people who will start retiring in about 10 years, barring significant changes in retirement patterns.  Our dependency ratio is not rising as quickly today as it will then because today’s retirees are people who were born in the late 1930s, a period marked by uncharacteristically low fertility rates.) 

Within a few years, there will thus be a rapid attrition of the workforce and increase in the dependency ratio, barring major changes in immigration or productivity-enhancing innovations.  And thus we will be confronted by the reality that the current pace of economic growth will be difficult to attain and maintain.  This is notable because a) the pace of economic growth in Canada for the past few years is unusually robust, both historically, and currently vis-a-vis other developed nations; and b) even this remarkably robust rate of expansion cannot seem to prevent increasing misery, much less deliver widespread prosperity.

Though there are doubtless new efficiencies to be found, we cannot provide expanded services without some more money.  Moreover, it is becoming increasingly clear that ultimately it will not be someone else that will pay.  It will be us. (At least two reasons lie behind this assertion:  First, the days of deficit financing are politically unfeasible today. This is related to considerations of intergenerational inequity, which make increase future debt-loads both ethically and fiscally unpalatable.  Second, the rock-bottom prices of commodities and manufactured goods that we enjoy as well-heeled consumers in the richest nations are dependent on third-world subsistence prices of labour, a strategy that works in the short run, but not in the long run.) 

So it is now only a question of what country, at what jurisdiction, will start the process of raising taxes.  

As poll after poll shows us, Canadians remain unwavering in the things we want to achieve together – reduce poverty, shelter the homeless, deal with the degradation of the environment.  These are the things we owe one another, the things we need to tend to as a society.  These are determinants of health.   

In recent discussions with the Health Secretariat of the Assembly of First Nations, I was educated about the Medicine Wheel concept that informs their view – health is not about health care, and it cannot just be attained by the individual.  A person’s wellness requires health of body, mind, spirit, and community.  

We are in times that can easily evoke despair.  We are witness to growing inequality between and within nations, the universal feminization of poverty, the marginalization and outright dismissal of the experience of poverty.

I have stood and worked with the unemployed, the disabled, the poor, the homeless, women, immigrants.  I have witnessed two decades of growing economic and fiscal capacity, side by side with declining public capacity, declining security, and, dare I say, declining civility.

Should we despair?   For myself, at least, I have also witnessed something more recently that has restored my hope.  

Though health care was once seen as unassailable in its centrality and importance as a public program, there are great concerns today about its “sustainability”, which is code for its continued support through public financing. 

Yet what could easily inspire despair has emerged as the starting point for hope.  The unprecedented public process that was unleashed by the Romanow Commission on the future of public health care; the outcome of those consultations, the Commission’s final report, entitled “Building on Values”; the clear, consistent expectation of citizens that there is a unique role for government that cannot, must not, be compromised; these, alone, are reasons for hope.  But just as importantly, the consensus did not end there.  It was not considered sufficient to simply say that governments had a role. Public submissions, the Romanow Report, and the Kirby Report (from the Senate Committee Inquiry into “The Health of Canadians”); all sought an independent Health Council to make sure that governments were operating in the public interest.  They wanted to put into place an independent mechanism of public scrutiny, seen as key to the process of assuring the public good was more than a rhetorical flourish in an election speech.   

Now, as Vaclav Havel put it  – as only a poet and, later, the president of the Czech Republic could have put it – “Hope is not same as optimism.”

Indeed, hope is more powerful.  One of the first great theologians of the Catholic Church, St. Augustine, expressed why in the 5th Century:  "Hope has two beautiful daughters. Their names are anger and courage; anger at the way things are, and courage to see that they do not remain the way they are." 

Despair often leads to anger.  If we are thoughtful, this anger may offer a chance to show our courage.  Thus despair leads to hope.

Earlier today I heard Dusty Springfield sing “How Can I be Sure?”  Most of you probably remember the tune:  “How can I be sure/In a world that’s constantly changing.”

I have every faith that we are moving in the right direction, though the path is excruciatingly long, we rarely know where we are heading, and the many setbacks make us feel we have taken a wrong turn somewhere along the way.   There are often signs -  most often not as significant as the recent convergence of opinion around health care  – but signs, nonetheless, to remind us that this is the right direction to proceed, even if it is not a road that is being overrun by traffic, nor even a recognizable road.   

What I am describing to you is a familiar feeling for those who come from a faith background.  We are, after all, pilgrims; and what I am describing is life as a pilgrimage.

Remember, it has taken more than 20 years for the Washington Consensus to get such a secure grip.

Increased public scrutiny and testimony will expose this hard-as-tacks approach, a bill of goods that is peddled under the label of “Prosperity For All” but delivers increasing hardship for a growing number.  Many of us have been trying to expose the deal for many years.  Indeed it may take many more.  But times are also changing. Witness the epiphany experienced and professed by Joseph Stiglitz in the last two years.  Stiglitz, who was former World Bank senior Vice President, has written about his concerns that the Washington Consensus, with its focus on structural adjustment programs in the Third World, has been an ill-advised strategy for the objectives it purportedly is meant to serve.  Witness the cover story of Harpers’ Magazine of this month (May 2003) that exposes the “The Economics of Empire”, carefully documenting how no nation, with the exception of the United States, can win at the game that flows from following the steps of the Washington Consensus. 

There are witnesses from all points of the compass and all parts of the political spectrum, and their numbers are growing.  They are voices that provide greater public scrutiny, call for greater justice, and demand documented proof of improvement in wellbeing of the most vulnerable in society.  

And as these voices coalesce, our community voices are heard as one, the many voices of the single body politic, the voice that articulates, inspires and motivates public choice.

From despair, to hope, to faith.  Isn’t that what Dusty Springfield’s song is about?  But how does it end?  “How can I be sure/ In a world that’s constantly changing?/ How can I be sure?/ I am sure with you.”

I can be sure that with people like you in this room, and countless others, this voice will not be lost.  It will get louder, in this world that is constantly changing, to remind us of the unchanging things: that we are all part of one humanity, all part of one creation, the many members of but one body.  Together, through our community’s many voices and lives, the unity that flows from a full and rich diversity will flourish. 

***********

* Armine Yalnizyan is a consulting economist who received the first Atkinson Charitable Foundation Award for Economic Justice in 2002.  She is using that opportunity to focus on policy issues related to public health care, and publishes this work through the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives. 
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