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Any math teacher knows how easy it is to change people’s perception about numbers. This 
chart, for example, shows the revenue and expenditure projections in the Ontario budget 
for 2024-25. The red bar is 2.7 times higher than the black one, which makes it look like 
Expense is much, much greater than Revenue. That’s because the base of the chart starts 
at $200 billion….
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Starting the chart at $0 shows a more realistic idea of the proportions between the two 
bars. Here, Expense is just 4.7 per cent higher than Revenue, and looks it.
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This presentation looks at some recent statements from Ontario government budget 
documents. We’ll look at these three examples.
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When looking at any big number, one handy way to put it in context is to ask, “What did 
this number used to be?”
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Reading the 2024 Ontario budget and the 2018 budget reveals that the current 
government’s plan for infrastructure spending is $190.2 billion over 10 years, the previous 
government’s plan was to spend $182 billion over 10 years. The current government’s plan 
is higher in nominal terms, but here’s a key fact: 2018 dollars were worth a lot more than 
2024 dollars are.

7



Looking at inflation-adjusted numbers, the Liberal plan was actually bigger.
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Construction is a normal activity of Ontario governments through time. Sometimes what 
people call exceptional is just… normal. As Ontario grows, everything grows with it. The 
quote here on the right shows that boasting about high capital spending is not a new 
phenomenon!
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This chart shows the first five years of the Ontario government’s six-year plan to invest in 
rural broadband. The money has been budgeted repeatedly but mostly not spent. (The 
budget allocation for broadband for 2024-25 is over $1.3 billion—roughly twice what it was 
in 2023-24—but we don’t yet know if it will be spent. Even if it is, the total expenditure 
over the six years will be less than half of $4 billion.)
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This graphic from early 2024 attempts to communicate that the government is spending 
more on education every year, and it is. But there’s a catch: 
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Adjusting the numbers in the chart for inflation, we see that those expenditures aren’t 
actually going up (Note: inflation for 2024-25 is estimated using the latest data from 
Statistics Canada and the Ontario government’s own budget estimates of what inflation will 
be this year.)
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Adjusting the previous chart to take into account student enrolment shows a different story 
than the government’s chart: Using real dollars and higher student numbers, per-student 
funding in Ontario is actually going down, not up.
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This banner is being attached to schools all over Ontario. School boards are required to pay 
for the banners, which cost up to $1,000 each. The $16 billion is mentioned in the 2024-25 
Ontario budget.
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We want to ensure all students achieve their full potential.
That effort starts with the places in which our young people learn. Ontario is investing 
almost
$16 billion in capital grants over 10 years for new and improved schools. 
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As it turns out, $16 billion in capital grants over 10 years was exactly what the province was 
expected to spend way back in 2018. However, the Consumer Price Index is up more than 
20 per cent since 2018-19. In real terms, the $16 billion the previous government was 
planning to spend was significantly more than the plan six years ago.

We want to ensure all students achieve their full potential.
That effort starts with the places in which our young people learn. Ontario is investing 
almost
$16 billion in capital grants over 10 years for new and improved schools. 
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Another question to ask about big numbers is, “What is the need?” According to 
fixourschools.ca, a non-partisan group that has been tracking the school repair backlog, 
that backlog is now $16.8 billion—$1.4 billion is nowhere near to addressing the need.
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Another area that gets a lot of attention is health care.

22



23



As of 2022, the first year the Ontario government began talking about its 10-year plan to 
build 3,000 new beds, the province had 35,154 beds. The 10-year plan will boost that 
number to 38,154. However, in order to maintain the same number of beds relative to 
population, Ontario would actually need an additional 3,900 beds. So in reality, the number 
of beds relative to population will be less in 2032 if the government only creates another 
3,000 beds. 
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The other thing to know is that Ontario has the fewest beds relative to population 
compared to the other provinces. Compared to the Canadian average, Ontario has 0.26 
fewer beds per 1,000 population. That might sound like a small difference, but with 16 
million Ontarians, we would currently need another 4,000 beds just to be average. 
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Ontario’s plan for hospital beds is far behind what is needed.
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This is a common theme the government likes to repeat in various contexts.
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This is the Ontario government’s actual program expense from 2015-16 to 2023-24 and the 
budgeted amount for 2024-25.
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Adjusting those expenses to inflation shows a different picture. Real spending peaked in 
2020-21—the first COVID year.
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Of course, Ontario’s population has increased by more than two million people since the 
first year of this chart. On a per capita basis, inflation-adjusted spending this year is not just 
lower than it was in the pandemic—it’s lower than it was under the previous government.
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This chart uses data from 2022, which is the last year the data is available for (2023 data 
will be available in late November or December 2024). In 2022, program spending in 
Ontario was $3,863 dollars per person less than the rest-of-Canada average. With 16 
million Ontarians, we would have to spend at least $60 billion a year more just to be 
average.
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This chart shows how committed the different provinces are to raising revenues to fund 
their public services. “Own-source revenues” are revenues provinces are raising 
themselves—separate and apart from any federal transfers they might receive. Here, we 
measure what percentage of their economy (GDP) provinces are willing to invest in 
program spending. In 2022, Ontario raised 14.4 per cent of its economy to fund public 
services, government operations, capital spending, and interest on debt. In the rest of the 
country, the average was 18.5 per cent. If that difference is the same in 2024 as it was in 
2022—4.1 percentage points—Ontario would have to raise more than $45 billion just to be 
average.
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This summer, Premier Ford said in a radio interview that Ontario’s revenues had gone up by 
$64 billion. He was mistaken—revenues were actually $205.7 billion in the budget—but 
that surge in revenue was almost entirely caused by inflation. Comparing 2017 to 2024, real 
(inflation-adjusted) revenues per person have actually gone down by 3.3 per cent.
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That shortfall is mostly the result of a number of tax cuts, tax credits, and fee cuts since 
2019 that have reduced the government’s own revenues by roughly $7 billion a year. (More 
details on this are available at https://monitormag.ca/articles/bleeding-the-patient-
tracking-five-years-of-ontario-revenue-reductions/.)  

34



In conclusion: When you hear government using big numbers to underscore how much 
they are spending, here are some questions to ask!
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Something important to know: former Ontario Auditor General Bonnie Lysyk says “it is 
impossible” to tell exactly how the government is spending Ontarians’ money in any detail. 
So don’t feel bad if you can’t make sense of all the announcements—you’re not supposed 
to be able to.
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Recent announcements by the Ontario government, like the idea of building a tunnel under 
Highway 401, or sending out $200 cheques to every Ontarian (regardless of need), suggest 
we have entered an era where traditional concerns about fiscal responsibility and value for 
money have gone out the window. Meanwhile, many of the public services people depend 
on are under attack. For more on this, see here: 
https://www.thestar.com/opinion/contributors/why-is-doug-ford-planning-to-send-
cheques-to-millionaires/article_d48b6190-8cc6-11ef-975b-cb9d13cdec34.html
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