
Prime Minister Harper’s speech was basically a sales pitch
to the privileged wealthy and politically connected elites
attending the annual World Economic Forum in Davos,
Switzerland, at the end of January. 
Ostensibly a promotion for Canada, it was also, not

incidentally, a promotion for the Conservative government,
and might even be viewed as a promotion for the prime
minister himself.
Billed as a ‘keynote address’, the literature contained

praise for Canada’s economy from Forbes magazine, the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and for
Canada’s banks from the World Economic Forum (WEF)
itself.
There followed a long list of government  policies, with

the implication that the Harper government is completely
responsible for Canada’s economic success. This was
accompanied by an accusation of ‘complacency’ on the part
of other nations, blaming their not-so-conservative
government policies for whatever financial problems they
might now be experiencing. 

Transformations
Prime Minister Harper then went on to describe the ‘major
transformations necessary to sustain economic growth’
which he expected Canada would make. He described low
taxes, investments in science and technology, the continued
pursuit of trade agreements, ‘deepening links’ to the US, and
making it a ‘national priority to export our energy products
beyond the United States, and specifically to Asia’. He spoke
of taking action ‘to ensure that major energy and mining
projects are not subject to unnecessary regulatory delays—
that is, delay merely for the sake of delay.’

Demographics
He then expressed concern about Canada’s aging
population. ‘If not addressed promptly,’ he said, ‘this has the
capacity to undermine Canada’s economic position and, for
that matter that of all western nations, well beyond the
current economic crises.’

He continued, ‘Our demographics also constitute a threat
to the social programs and services that Canadians cherish…
For this reason, we will be taking measures in the coming
months… Not just to return to a balanced budget in the
medium term, but also to ensure the sustainability of our
social programs and fiscal position over the next generation.’
Noting that the Canada Pension Plan was ‘fully funded’

and did not require changes, he went on to say, ‘For those
elements of the system that are not funded, we will make
the changes necessary to ensure sustainability for the next
generation while not affecting current recipients.’

What Did the PM Mean?
The prime minister wasn’t very specific, and no proposals
had been introduced in Parliament, or discussed much in
Canada. Some figures were released indicating that the
annual cost of the Old Age Security/Guaranteed Income
Supplement benefit, which is funded from the current
government budget, would triple by 2030, propelled by
increasing numbers of seniors living longer; health care
costs would increase, a result of the same dynamic.
At the same time, the proportion of taxpaying workers to

seniors drawing OAS/GIS benefits would go down. Most
OECD countries were experiencing the same trends; some
were considering raising the age of government pension
eligibility, for example from 65 to 67.
This, it turned out, was what Prime Minister Harper was

talking about in Davos, although he hadn’t said so. The
proposal naturally came as a nasty shock to Canadians,
particularly those approaching retirement age. A flurry of
figures followed; the Parliamentary Budget Officer said that,
as a fraction of the Gross Domestic Product, the 2030
estimate, peaking at 3.1%, was not all that high anyway; 
it had previously peaked at 2.7% in 1996 and was currently
2.1%. 

What’s the Issue?
The prime minister may well have wished to assure potential
investors (his audience in Davos) that his government had
plans to tackle the unfunded financial liability of future

Reprint from Volume 24 Number 4 February 23, 2012
Visit www.islandtides.com for more interesting articles on other BC, national & international topics

Reprint

Speech From The Throne…In Davos 
Patrick Brown

© Island Tides Publishing Ltd.This article may be reproduced with the following attribution, in its entirety, and notification to Island Tides Publishing Ltd.
‘This article was published (February 23, 2012) in ‘Island Tides’, 

an independent, regional newspaper distributing across the Southern Strait of Georgia from Tsawwassen to Victoria to Nanaimo.’
Island Tides Publishing Ltd, Box 55, Pender Island, BC V0N 2M0 • 250-629-3660 • islandtides@islandtides.com • www.islandtides.com

http://www.islandtides.com


pensions, and its effect on government finances, taxation,
and sovereign debt. That is a legitimate concern of many
governments (and for that matter, of many corporations). It
is a logical outcome of a purely economic approach to
government: one focused only on ‘economic growth’ and
which sees demographics as a ‘threat’.
His remarks reveal, however, that he regards such social

programs as pensions and health care as burdens on the
economy, and not as the legitimate social responsibilities of
government. This is the crux of the issue, and it has not been
raised in national political discussion. It is a mark of prime
ministerial arrogance that he should introduce this
fundamental question as but one element of a speech on
foreign soil, without discussion with Canadians.
Canada’s success as a nation is not only a result of a

generous bounty of natural resources; not only the
consequence of wise government policies; but also depends
on a social structure that concerns itself with the care of all
ages and levels of society, and government policies that
support that structure and that care. 
It is a mark of respect for Canada and Canadians that full

and continuing debate takes place to balance the economic,

social, and environmental priorities of our national
government. The prime minister’s viewpoint cannot be
assumed to carry the argument for all of us; we must
demand to be heard.

Enter Mr Flaherty
A couple of weeks after Prime Minister Harper’s Davos
speech, Federal Finance Minister Jim Flaherty announced
that Canadians won’t see any changes to Old Age Security
until at least 2020. This was immediately interpreted to
mean that the change in eligible age won’t happen until
then, so nobody over the age of 57 has anything to worry
about.
This may be a brave attempt by Flaherty to dig the prime

minister out of the political crater he has excavated for
himself. After all, the PM did describe Flaherty in Davos as
‘the best finance minister on the planet’.
However, it still leaves us with the assumption that a

change from 65 to 67 will happen, sometime. It may or may
not be necessary, or be the best policy change, but Prime
Minister Harper should not be allowed to carry it out
without proper debate. 0
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