
  
 

 

 
Ontario Government Summer Update 

 
On September 6, a relatively small number of Ontarians could have a relatively large 

impact on the political landscape. The votes in two byelections in Vaughan and 

Kitchener-Waterloo may well serve as a proxy for the broader political mood in the 

province.  The results of the byelections stand to be a defining moment for the 

McGuinty government, his leadership, the Opposition, as well as companies and 

organizations dealing with the government.  
 

The Issues 

 

With the resignations of Progressive Conservative MPP Elizabeth Witmer in Kitchener-

Waterloo and Liberal MPP Greg Sorbara in Vaughan, the government has called two 

byelections for September 6.  While the local candidates and issues will certainly be 

important, byelections tend to be broader in scale, with wider repercussions. These 

byelections are no different, and will ultimately serve as a referendum on the 

government’s current approach to labour issues, fiscal responsibility and accountability.  

 

The key issue impacting the ballot will be whether or not the Liberal government can 

gain public support for its approach to labour negotiations.  In effect, labour and fiscal 

restraint are two sides of the same coin in that one of the few levers the government 

has to contain spending is to cap labour costs.  The government is in the midst of 

contentious negotiations with the province’s doctors and teachers, the latter of which 

has been intensifying over the summer.  McGuinty’s reputation as the “education 

Premier” is being threatened by the fiscal reality facing the province. The government 

has reiterated that it needs all of the unions to accept this proposed framework if it is to 

meet its fiscal targets this year.  While some agreements have been reached, the 

government is headed for a showdown this fall as the Elementary Teachers Federation 

of Ontario and the Ontario Secondary School Teachers Federation have said they are 

not interested in the proposed deal.  

 

The dynamic of the negotiations with the teachers could change dramatically if the 

Liberals are able to win both byelections.  If this happens, it will be seen as a validation 

of their approach towards the unions as well as helping the government meet its 

mandate to balance the books.  

 

The opposition will try and capitalize on the recent Ornge and power plant scandals as 

well as ongoing negotiations with the teachers unions to present the government as 
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unaccountable. Both opposition parties are likely to use the byelections to test out 

themes and policy proposals they are developing for a general election.   

 

The Race 

 

The key byelection battleground will be the riding of Kitchener-Waterloo.  The Liberals 

are expected to hold their seat in Vaughan with Liberal candidate Steven Del Duca 

polling well. On the other hand, Kitchener-Waterloo is emerging as a three-way race 

between relatively unknown candidates in a riding that is up for grabs.  The riding has 

been held by longtime MPP Elizabeth Witmer, who while a Progressive Conservative, 

largely held onto the seat because of strong name recognition.  The candidates are:  

 Progressive Conservative: Tracey Weiler, a business consultant and instructor 

in the MBA program at Wilfrid Laurier University who previously worked as a 

manager at Research In Motion. 

 Liberal: Eric Davis, a Waterloo-based lawyer and former executive member of 

the Ontario Bar Association's Municipal Law Section. 

 NDP: Catherine Fife, chair of the Waterloo District School Board and president 

of the Ontario Public School Boards Association. 

 

In addition to a focus on the issue of education, the upgrade of Highway 7 between 

Kitchener and Guelph has become a key election issue in the riding.  Premier 

McGuinty made a pledge earlier this month to start construction on the project 

within three years. The PCs have accused the government of dragging its heels on 

the project which was initially approved in 2007. 

 

The NDP appears to be gaining some traction as a result of their candidate and are 

expected to be a player in the race.  Fife is being characterized by media and some 

political insiders as the candidate to beat, and her background in education will 

appeal to voters who choose to side with labour over the government. It’s also of 

interest to note that both Elizabeth Witmer and her predecessor Herb Epp also held 

positions in education, with Witmer serving as a trustee and chair and Epp a 

teacher.  Support for an NDP candidate could have the potential to split the vote 

with the Liberals to the benefit of the PCs.  This effect may also be amplified if the 

turnout is low, as PC voters have recently indicated they are more eager and more 

enthusiastic in support of the party. Turnout in Ontario byelections has historically 

been around 30% and it may drop below 30% in these elections because they are 

going on during the summer and voting takes place right after Labour day.   
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The Outcomes 

 

There are a number of possible outcomes which can emerge based on the results of 

September 6.  The first is a continuation of the minority government. This would occur 

if the Liberals lose both seats or hold onto one seat - likely in Vaughan - and lose in 

Kitchener-Waterloo. In these scenarios, the government will face continued challenges 

implementing its agenda. Their negotiations with the opposition will take on a different 

tenor as they will be jockeying for position leading up to a potential spring election. 

There will be no major policy shifts, and change will likely come through regulation as 

opposed to legislation. This will make it much more difficult for parties to reach 

agreement and may result in more deadlock and opposition delay tactics. While the 

NDP worked with the government during the previous legislative session avoiding an 

election, the hard stance taken during ongoing labour disputes may harm any 

possibility of future cooperation.  

 

Another scenario is that the Liberals could win both byelections, giving them a de-facto 

majority government. While the Speaker of the Legislature only votes when there is a 

tie, the Speaker does historically vote with government, which would give the 

government a majority vote.  With a majority government, the Liberals would be able to 

move forward their agenda without needing to compromise with the Opposition. 

Changes such as the privatization of ServiceOntario, merging of the Ontario Power 

Authority and the Independent Electricity System Operator and reforming the 

province’s Local Health Integration Units would all move through the legislature more 

efficiently.  

 

What this Means  

 

The upcoming byelections will be a key indicator of where Ontario politics are headed 

in the fall. Labour negotiations, fiscal responsibility and issues of accountability will 

continue to be themes which will play out during these elections and in the coming 

months. The results will inform how best to move forward, with the makeup of the 

legislature informing the recommended approach for stakeholders in their outreach. 

However, whatever the political landscape looks like, H+K is well positioned to offer 

clients creative ways to engage with government and opposition parties to get their 

issues on the agenda.  H+K will continue to keep clients informed of developments as 

things progress in the coming weeks.   Our insightful public affairs team is here to help 

with any questions in the interim. 


