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Introduction

It’s an honour for me to be here with you today on the eve of the one-year anniversary of the release of my Commission’s Final Report.

I’d like to begin by offering my sincerest thanks to all of you here today, especially Premier McGuinty and Minister Smitherman for participating in this event, and for their generous, ongoing, and public support of the Commission’s conclusions and recommendations.

Most important, Mr. Premier, thank you for the anniversary gift. I look forward to the introduction of your “Commitment to the Future of Medicare Act” which intends to reinforce two pivotal recommendations in my report: accountability and an independent provincial health council that will complement the proposed Health Council of Canada.    

This is a great gift to all Ontarians, one that will keep on giving, as your citizens will be able to have accurate and independent information about how well the provincial health care system is working and who is doing what with public money.  

Premier, your leadership in Ontario will also advance the national health care agenda.

Status of the Report

Well, here we are one year later after what many have described as the nation’s most exhaustive, comprehensive, and transparent efforts at citizen engagement in memory.

Over the past few days, and in the days to come, there will be no shortage of analyses, critiques and scorecards being issued as to what impact, if any, my report has had and will have on the future of Medicare.  

But I must say, it is very gratifying that the people of Canada remain steadfast in their support of the Commission’s recommendations. 

Earlier this week a new public opinion poll was released indicating overwhelming support by Canadians for the core Medicare bargain and ongoing support for the Commission’s reform agenda.  

The poll also showed rapidly dwindling support for two-tier health and reported ongoing concerns about the long-term effects of creeping privatization. 

When people ask me whether or not I am satisfied with how my report has been received and if the overall response to date from governments merits a passing grade, I’m always at a bit of a loss to answer…

On one hand, it was heartening to see that to a significant extent, my report was both the catalyst for, and defined the agenda of, the First Minister’s Meeting earlier this year that produced the $30 billion plus national Health Accord.

And I am on record as saying the Health Accord constituted an important step forward in the journey toward providing Canadians with the high quality, responsive and sustainable health care system they want and deserve.

On the other hand, despite the significant federal reinvestment in health care, we have still not adequately addressed the issue of how the system should be funded, we have yet to arrive at a consensus on how to modernize the Canada Health Act to reflect the reality of how health care is delivered today and to introduce a new principle of Accountability, and some of the positive momentum for renewal generated through the Health Accord - in particular in relation to a national Health Council - appears to have dissipated.

Trying to measure progress in implementing a report of this sort is always a tough exercise.  After all, it is still early days and I am often reminded that it took several years before governments acted on Emmett Hall’s prescient recommendations.  

And so I will leave it history to judge whether or not the exercise had a lasting and durable impact.  As some of you know, I work at a university these days so rather than give governments an  “A” or a “B”, a pass or fail, I’ll mark it incomplete and see what the future holds.

Democratic Deficit

Now, with the benefit of hindsight and having now had a full year to reflect on what the process I had the privilege to chair was really about, I do want to make a few points today about the broader issues of values and of democracy.

You’ve all heard by now that the soon to be new Federal government is committed to working hard to resolve what they characterize as a “democratic deficit”.

In their parlance, the concept has a number of meanings.  But stripped of all of the rhetoric and boiled down to its essence, the goal is to renew the institutional machinery of both Parliament and of Government in order to move government closer to Canadians and make it more responsive.  The objective is to reverse the growing apathy and cynicism that is eroding public confidence in their political institutions.

These are important, noble and praiseworthy objectives and I offer my unequivocal support to the new Prime Minister to see this important agenda through.  Premier, I have also taken note of your own leadership in overcoming the democratic deficit through the assignment of this important work to your Attorney General.

For I sense a true hunger and passion among Canadians to get involved and to make a difference. 

But there is also another form of “democratic deficit” that has less to do with the instruments and mechanisms of engagement and more to do with the willingness and inclination of governments to listen and to act on what they are hearing.

Regarding healthcare, we have had, for far too long, a democratic gap between what Canadians say they need, want, and expect from their health care system, and what their governments have been willing to provide.  

Again, it will be for political scientists and historians to assess the significance of that remarkable six-month period last year when Canadians came out in massive numbers to participate in the debate over the future of their health care system.

I don’t think anyone ever expected - I certainly didn’t - that our processes would have so galvanizing an effect.

I’m acutely aware that over the past decade, public opinion polls have ranked health care the foremost issue for Canadians.  I know too that the extent of what I would characterize as “health literacy” among ordinary citizens was one of the most eye-opening aspects of our consultations.

And yet now, in the aftermath, when I reflect upon all that I heard, and all that I learned, I am left with a clear sense that it was not just health care people were talking about when they came to our meetings, or wrote, or e-mailed or called to share their views.  It was also the health of our political institutions and of our democracy at stake.

Canadians saw and seized an opportunity to participate in a direct way in the democratic process.  It gave them a sense of empowerment, a belief they could make a difference.  That the possible demise of a social of a program to which they were profoundly attached, was not necessarily a foregone conclusion.

And so in some ways, my continued advocacy on the health front is part of an obligation I feel to Canadians to demonstrate that their efforts meant something; that they were listened to and that their aspirations were taken seriously.

Conclusion

In closing, I want to say that I am both humbled and honoured by your presence here and that of the Premier and Health Minister. But it is not me who deserves acknowledgement; it is the people of Canada and the people of Ontario.

This is no false humility on my part; if my Commission’s efforts have come to be recognized as praiseworthy, it is not the result of any grand scheme or deliberate strategy.

Rather, it is because the report is faithful to what Canadians themselves said they needed and wanted expressed in the policies and programs that define their health care system.

It wasn’t always easy; consensus on how and where to begin the process of transforming our health care system, to improve its effectiveness and to place it on a more sustainable footing for the future, often seemed elusive.

But what was never, ever in doubt, was the commitment of the overwhelming majority of Canadians to the core principles at the heart of our health care system. 

Principles that express shared values and that transcend any particular ideological affinity; principles of fairness, equity, mutual respect, and a collective responsibility for improving human health. That’s why we called the Commission’s report Building on Values.

Medicare is the single greatest symbol of our uniqueness as Canadians. Medicare demonstrates that as community we can accomplish so much more than we could ever dream of doing as individuals. 

It underscores our belief that citizenship confers upon us rights and responsibilities that are based on the strength of our need and not the size of our wallet. 

And it highlights one of the new realities of a young century – that economic growth cannot advance at the expense of social cohesion, or social cohesion at the expense of economic growth – the two have to go hand-in-hand.

I was deeply honoured to help prepare a road map for this collective journey by Canadians but I anxiously await the creation of the Health Council of Canada so that we can gradually leave it to the next generation of Canadians to carry the torch.   

To all of you, I wish you every success in your commitment to ensuring an enduring health care legacy for generations to come.

Thank you.

