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aising the sales tax
can be political poison

warnings

from Manitoba:
Embattled premier
barely survived
leadership review

VICTORIA
rom Maniloba eemes a cautionary
Ftaleabout the pelitical risks of mis-
ingtaxes — particularlyifitentails
breaking a promise gbontthat mainstay
of governincnt revenues, the sales tax.

Premier Greg Sclinger barely sur-
vived a leadership review within his
own Manitoba New Democratic Party
last weekend, defeating chailenger and
cx-cabinel minister Theresa @swald by
33 votes out of almosl 1,500 casl.

He faces ar uphill fight to unite a
troubled party and repair a dismal
standing in the opinion polls before
an election that must be called within
18 months or so.

By common agreement among
Selinger's supporlers and cnemics.
his political furtunes took a down-
ward tien on budget day 2013, when
his government announced it was
increasing the provincial sales tax by
one poinl, to eight percent ftom seven
per eent,

The sales tax is well regarded by gov-
ernments as a stcady source of reve-
nuc, The taxpaying public dislikes it
for the same reason: because they pay
it every day in many ways,

Fuelling the backtash in this instance
was something the premier himsell
said during the 2011 clection cam-
paign, when he dismissed the whole
notion — “ridiculous, total nonsense”
— of raising thesales tax.

Compounding the controversy, the
Manitwka New Democrats had inher-
ited a statute crafted by the previous
Progressive Conservative adminis-
tration, which obliged the provinece
to submit any major tax increase toa
referendum.

They brought in legislation of their
own to exempt the sales 1ax increase
from the requirement to hold a ref-
erendum, The move was upheld
by the courts on grounds that one

government cannot ti¢ the hands of
its successors with legislatien.

Still, the notion was planted that the
premicer had broken his promise and
alsodenied the public a chance to sec-
ond-guess him by referendum. The
New Pemocrats began a downward
slide in the opinion polls, keptthere by
the personal unpopularity of Sclinger
himself.

By fall of lust vear, the premier faced
an extraordinary party revolt, culmi-
nating in the resignationsof five senior
ministers — health. finance, jobs,
housc cader and municipal affairs —
who called for the premier himself to
step down.

Then something else extraordinary
happencd. Instead of surrendering
to the kind of party revolt that has
breught down leaders in R.C. and else-
where, Selinger defied the vebels and
fought on.

The tight was an ugly one. Some of
the premicr’s own senior staffers took
leaves of absence and worked for chal-
lenger Oswald. Both she and third-
place finisher Steve Ashton lambasted
the premier for his handling of the
sales taxin particular.

Nevertheless Selinger survived and
in doing so. as columnist Dan Lett
wrole in the Winnipeg Free Press this
week, “he redefined what it means to
be politically resilient.”

The aftermath of the leadership
showdown could be messy as well,
what with lingering allegations of
backroom deals and bulk payment of
membership fees.

$till, no onc¢ who covered the last
B.C. clection could rule out the pos-
sibility that Selinger will continue to
defy the odds and lead his party to
another tern.

Meanwhile, the narrative 1o date in
Manitoba raiscs a couple of questions
and points of comparison for B.C.

Would Selinger have survived aslong
as he has if his province had voter-ini-
tiated referendums and recall, the twin
teels of direct denmiocracy that helped
bring the B.C. Liberals W account in
the showdown over the harmonized
sales tax?

And is this not another example of
the 1xouble that governments make for
themselves by raising taves without a
clear mandate from the electorate o
do so? The sales tax seems espesally
toxicin that regard.

Alberta Premier Jim Prentice spee-
ulated earlier this year about imple-
menling a sales tax in his fiscally
troubled province. The electorate was
not long in disabusing him of such
notions. as be admitted recently.

“Most Albertans do not want a sales
tax. People in this province feel very
strongly that other things should be
done first, and that’s what my col-
leagues have been hearing,™ he said.
Was it therefore very unlikely his gov-
ernment would intreduce a provincial
sales tax in the budgel expected later
this month? *1 think that's (air.” Pren-
tice replied.

The B.C. Liberals stepped into the
zenc of high risk in 2009 by harmo-
nizing the provincial sales tax with its
broader federal goods-and-services
counterpart just 10 weeks after an
election in which they'd barely men-
tioned the possibility and then only as
something not onthe radar screen.

The fallowt included the destruction
of the political carecr of premier Gor-
don Campbell and the {orced-by-the-
eleetorate repeal ol the tax itsell. Not
likely will British Columbians hear
serious talk of harmonization for a
generation or two, if ever,

Against that backdrop, ballots are
being sent out to Metro Vancouver
residents for a vote by mail en a pro-
posed half-a-peint increase in Lhe
sales tux within the region Lo pay for
transit services.

This is promise-keeping, as the B.C.
Liberals would hasten topoint out, for
they vowed in thelast election that any
new funding source for regional tran-
sitwould be put to a vete.

But should pecple seize this rave
opportunity for a direat say on a tax
increase to say no, they will add to
the weight of evidence that the pub-
lic has Itle tolerance for new taxes in
general and increased sales taxes in
parlicular.
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