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Businesses to be polled on two-tier health care
Survey will go to 57,000 Ontario firms

Group wants to advise on private sector's role
ROBERT BENZIE
QUEEN'S PARK BUREAU CHIEF

The influential Ontario Chamber of Commerce is surveying 57,000 businesses to build support for the Supreme Court ruling that opened the door to two-tier health care. 

In a 13-question survey sent to 160 local chambers of commerce last Friday for distribution to their members across the province, businesses are asked their opinions on private health services. 

It follows the landmark June 9 Supreme Court decision that said Quebec's ban on private health insurance was unconstitutional because the public system fails to provide timely service. 

While the ruling does not directly affect Ontario, few doubt that its ramifications will soon be felt here. 

That's why the chamber of commerce is polling the business community to determine the acceptability of two-tier health care. 

Brad Dugard, media relations and communications officer at the chamber, said the business group favours more private-sector involvement in the delivery of health services. 

"In many instances it already is involved in delivering health care. We think it's a very effective way to lessen waiting times, but we need to get the balance right," said Dugard. 

"The purpose behind (the survey) is to gauge their opinions of where we're heading with health care. Health care's in trouble — we know that, the Supreme Court has acknowledged that," he said. 

"We need to see where their heads are at so that we know how to proceed in our advice to government. We need to figure out how the private sector can best help the public sector survive." 

Dugard said past surveys have shown widespread acceptance in corporate Ontario for more privately delivered health services. 

"We have seen indications that they're quite willing and accepting of having private-sector involvement. What we need to gauge in this survey is how far they believe that involvement should go." 

The multiple-choice questions being asked business include: 

  Do you agree the government of Ontario should allow for greater private-sector financing and delivery of health-care services? 

  Do you believe that wait times in the public system could be reduced by a parallel private system? 

  Would you support a small user fee for public health services (i.e. $5 per visit to emergency room or family doctor)? 

  Do you believe that a parallel, or blended, health system involving both publicly funded and privately funded services would improve Ontario's competitiveness? 

  Are you aware that the private sector already delivers many aspects of health care in Ontario, but is publicly funded (i.e. laboratories, diagnostic imaging)? 

Premier Dalton McGuinty has criticized the Supreme Court ruling, but said it should serve as a reminder that public medicare has to improve. 

"The Supreme Court of Canada has thrown down the gauntlet to all of us now and said that it's up to all of us to attack wait times as aggressively as we can," McGuinty said on June 10. 

"What Ontarians want is not an academic debate about the future of medicare. 

"They want us to work on the ground in their interest to shorten wait times for them in a way that's real and measurable."
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