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Liberals hit voters with double-barrelled advertising blitz for hydro plan

QP Briefing

The Liberals have turned an advertising campaign for their new hydro plan into a two-pronged assault on
voters, targeting them with promotions paid for with both government and party funds.

Government ads had already been making the rounds on the radio and social media, but leaflets
from the Ontario Liberal Party – offering the same sort of message – were being distributed to
Toronto commuters Tuesday morning, touting the Grits' plan to reduce hydro bills by an average total
of 25 per cent.

A  QP Briefing  reporter was actually handed a Liberal party flyer at a subway station. On one side,
there is a picture of power lines, the Liberal logo, and text declaring “25% off your monthly hydro bill.”
On the other, readers were informed that “The Ontario Liberals recognize that electricity rates are
rising too quickly” and given details about the 25-per-cent plan and the proposal to hold hydro hikes
to the rate of inflation for four years. The flyer directs readers to “learn more” by directing them to a
Liberal-run website.

An Ontario Liberal Party spokeswoman said the information was being distributed by volunteers, "outside
of working hours, on a voluntary basis and using solely party resources."

"The material that was handed out was paid for by the Ontario Liberal Party,"  Patricia Favre  said
in an email. "In addition to today's campaign, we have set up a dedicated website. The campaign is
being funded by the Ontario Liberal Party."

The Liberal party ads could also be considered taxpayer-funded promotion (at least in part), as the
Liberals, Green Party, NDP and Progressive Conservatives began receiving a per-vote subsidy this
year, following changes made to the province's political fundraising rules.

"Political parties, including the NDP and PCs, often spend time promoting policies and values they
believe in," said Favre. "Getting this information to Ontarians is an important part of our democratic
process."



But the opposition parties were critical of the two-front offensive by the Liberal government and party,
calling the Grits' tactics a sign of desperation.

“It absolutely makes it more egregious,” said PC Leader  Patrick Brown . “They’re spending a few
dollars of Liberal Party pamphlets and they’re spending millions possibly when it comes to the
government buy.”

“I think right now they’re desperate, that’s why they’re abusing taxpayers," Brown said.

Brown also pointed out that the province’s auditor general  had rapped the government’s knuckles
 last year for running ads about the Ontario Retirement Pension Plan at the same time as the
Ontario Liberal Party was running television spots starring Premier  Kathleen Wynne   talking about
pensions. Auditor General    Bonnie Lysyk reported that she was previously able to address this
“overlap” by forcing the government to pull its ad, but the Liberals amended her powers in 2015,
preventing her from doing so. The auditor general has said the government’s new ads on the “Fair
Hydro Plan” would not have been approved under the old rules.

But Deputy Premier  Deb Matthews , who is also co-chairing the Liberals’ 2018 re-election
campaign, said Ontario still has "the most restrictive rules around partisan government advertising.”
Matthews also defended the new ads as necessary information, and said everybody does it.

“This is political advertising,” she told reporters. “Other parties do this kind of event, the blitz, letting
people know what we’re doing. This is not government advertising at all. This is Liberal Party
advertising.”

"We know we’ve got a campaign in a little over a year," Matthews added. "So of course we’re doing
that kind of work that you would do in a lead-up to an election.”

The Progressive Conservatives tried to halt the Liberal campaign Tuesday by asking the legislature
for unanimous consent to suspend taxpayer funded ads until Speaker  Dave Levac   rules on
whether they are in contempt of the legislature. The attempt was quickly shot down by boisterous
Liberals, leading to a rowdy question period that saw PC energy critic  Todd Smith   kicked out of
the chamber because of heckling.

Levac warned that Smith was “very close to being expelled,” a punishment that could have kept him
out of the chamber for the duration of this legislative session, which could last until the next election.
Levac has yet to rule if the government hydro ads are in contempt of the legislature, something the
PCs maintain is the case because they were published before legislation was tabled outlining the
Liberals’ hydro plan.

"Clearly, the legislation is coming forward, and the minister is making a mockery of this Legislature
and its members as he runs self-congratulatory ads, paid for by taxpayers," said Brown during
question period. "Will the Premier stop her re-election campaigning and using taxpayer resources to
do it?"

Brown also told reporters that, if he forms government in 2018, he would reinstate the auditor
general’s old power to spike ads that are too self-congratulatory.

Liberal Government House Leader  Yasir Naqvi   said Brown and the Tories are just deflecting from
the fact that they have no hydro plan of their own yet. “Their plan is a blank piece of paper,” Naqvi
said during question period.

NDP Leader  Andrea Horwath   accused the Liberals of being “desperate” and “blurring the lines”
between government and party with their new leaflets.  “I think it’s obvious: they had a plan to do
what they could by using public money on the radio ads and now they’re doing the same thing with
their party ads,” Horwath said. “But I don’t think people distinguish the difference.”
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