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Standing Committee on Finance

Thursday, December 9, 2021

● (1105)

[English]
The Chair (Mr. Peter Fonseca (Mississauga East—

Cooksville, Lib.)): I call this meeting to order.

Welcome to meeting number five of the House of Commons
Standing Committee on Finance. Pursuant to the House of Com‐
mons order of reference adopted on December 2, 2021, the commit‐
tee is meeting on Bill C-2, an act to provide further support in re‐
sponse to COVID-19.

Today's meeting is taking place in a hybrid format, pursuant to
the House order of November 25, 2021. Members are attending in
person in the room and remotely using the Zoom application. The
proceedings will be available via the House of Commons website.
The webcast will always show the person speaking rather than the
entirety of the committee.

Today's meeting is also taking place in webinar format. Webinars
are for public committee meetings and are available only to mem‐
bers, their staff and witnesses. Members enter immediately as ac‐
tive participants. All functionalities for active participants remain
the same. Staff will be non-active participants and can therefore on‐
ly view the meeting in gallery view.

I'd like to take this opportunity to remind all participants in this
meeting that screenshots or taking photos of your screen are not
permitted.

Given the ongoing pandemic situation and in light of the recom‐
mendations from the health authorities, as well as the directive of
the Board of Internal Economy of October 19, 2021, to remain
healthy and safe, all those attending the meeting in person must
maintain two-metre physical distancing, wear non-medical masks
when circulating in the room—and it is highly recommended that
the mask be worn at all times, including when seated—and main‐
tain proper hand hygiene by using the provided hand sanitizer at the
room entrance. As the chair, I will be enforcing these measures for
the duration of the meeting, and I thank members in advance for
their co-operation.

To ensure an orderly meeting, I'd like to outline a few rules to
follow.

Members and witnesses may speak in the official language of
their choice. Interpretation services are available for this meeting.
You have the choice at the bottom of your screen of floor, English
or French. If interpretation is lost, please inform me immediately,
and we will ensure interpretation is properly restored before resum‐
ing the proceedings. The “raise hand” feature at the bottom of the

screen can be used at any time if you wish to speak or alert the
chair.

For members participating in person, proceed as you usually
would when the whole committee is meeting in person in a com‐
mittee room. Keep in mind the Board of Internal Economy's guide‐
lines for mask use and health protocols.

Before speaking, please wait until I recognize you by name. If
you are on the video conference, please click on the microphone
icon to unmute yourself. For those in the room, your microphone
will be controlled as normal by the proceedings and verification of‐
ficer. When speaking, please speak slowly and clearly. When you're
not speaking, your microphone should be on mute. I remind you
that all comments by members and witnesses should be addressed
through the chair. With regard to a speaking list, the committee
clerk and I will do our best to maintain a consolidated order of
speaking for all members, whether they are participating virtually
or in person.

It's now my pleasure to welcome our Deputy Prime Minister and
Minister of Finance, Chrystia Freeland.

Minister, we know how busy you and your department are, and
we appreciate your being here with us today for these proceedings.
I know that you're joined today by your assistant, associate deputy
minister Nicholas Leswick.

Welcome, Minister and Nicholas.

We also have some of your staff here virtually from the Depart‐
ment of Employment and Social Development and the Department
of Finance. I won't go through the list of names, but they are avail‐
able if information is needed from them.

With that, Minister, we now are going to hear from you in your
opening statement. After your opening statement, we will move to
questions from members for a two-hour period.

Minister, the floor is yours.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland (Deputy Prime Minister and Minis‐
ter of Finance): Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

Thank you, all members of the committee and committee staff. I
know how hard you work. It is great to be here.
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I wouldn't call Nick “my assistant”, or anyone else's. He's a very
senior Department of Finance official. In fact, he's the second most
senior. Greg McLean will be interested to know he's also originally
from Alberta, from outside Calgary, so we have a strong Alberta
presence in the department. My chief of staff is from Edmonton.
She went to the same high school that I did, but many years later.

Mr. Chair, congratulations on assuming the chair, and thank you
for your invitation.

I'd like to say to all the members here that I imagine we may
have some robust exchanges, but congratulations to everyone on
being elected and thank you for your hard work.

Since the House has returned, the emergence of a new COVID
variant has forced new travel restrictions in a number of countries,
including Canada, and created renewed uncertainty in global mar‐
kets. The emergence of the omicron variant is a reminder that the
best economic policy remains finishing the fight against COVID.
That fight isn't over yet, and that really underscores the need for us
to continue to protect Canadians and Canadian businesses and, in
fact, the need for this bill.
● (1110)

[Translation]

When the COVID‑19 crisis hit, our government rapidly rolled
out a historic set of broad‑based programs so that we could save
lives, ensure our economy could withstand public health restric‐
tions, and have the backs of Canadian workers and Canadian busi‐
nesses so they could get through the pandemic.

Our income, wage, and rent support programs have helped keep
food on the table, protect millions of jobs, and keep hundreds of
thousands of Canadian businesses going through the darkest days
of the pandemic.

[English]

Having said that, our support measures were always designed to
be temporary emergency support measures. As many members of
this committee have noted, the emergency nature of this support
meant that there have been bumps along the way.

Unfortunately, some seniors who received COVID supports have
seen their GIS benefits affected. Our government—very much in‐
cluding me, personally—is very aware of this issue and is actively
seeking a solution. Our most vulnerable seniors should not be pe‐
nalized, particularly those who lost income due to the pandemic.

We know that many seniors rely on GIS payments to help make
ends meet, and I am confident that the government will have more
to say on this issue in the next few days. Today, with high vaccina‐
tion rates, over a million jobs created, children back in school and
businesses across the country reopening, the time has come to adapt
the business and income support measures to these new and im‐
proved circumstances.

Across the country, businesses are reopening. As of last month,
more than 106% of the jobs lost in Canada in the depths of the re‐
cession have been recovered. This is compared to just 83% of jobs
recovered in the U.S.

Thanks, in part, to our government's support measures, we have
avoided the sort of deep economic scarring that followed the 2008
recession and that would have done permanent damage to our econ‐
omy. Just last Friday, Statistics Canada reported that strong job
growth continued in November, with 154,000 new jobs created.
This outpaced market expectations. These new jobs lowered the un‐
employment rate to 6%, the lowest since the pandemic began, and
only 0.3% above pre-pandemic levels of February 2020.

However, some areas of the country and some sectors of the
economy are slower to reopen and continue to need targeted sup‐
port. That's why, in October, our government announced a pivot
from the broad-based support that was appropriate at the height of
lockdowns to more targeted support that will provide help where it
is still needed, while also prudently and carefully managing govern‐
ment spending.

On November 24, I introduced legislation in Parliament to deliv‐
er this more targeted support and that's what we're going to discuss
today.

[Translation]

Bill C‑2 allows us to move forward while keeping in mind that
the recovery is still uneven and that public health measures that
save lives continue to restrict certain economic activities.

Given the fears caused by the new Omicron variant, Bill C‑2 is
more important than ever. That is why I am here today to ask you to
act in the best interests of Canadians and Canadian businesses by
helping them through the pandemic and these uncertain times.

Bill C‑2 will provide critical support for the economic recovery
and protect workers in the hardest hit sectors, including tourism. As
outlined in the list of eligible tourism and hospitality entities re‐
leased with Bill C‑2, we have ensured that businesses in the arts
and culture sectors, including those offering live performances and
art exhibitions, as well as museums, will be eligible. In practical
terms, this means that the bill includes significant measures to sup‐
port the jobs of artists and cultural workers.

That being said, our government recognizes that the arts and cul‐
ture sector remains disproportionately and negatively affected by
the pandemic. That is why, during the election campaign, we made
a commitment to provide targeted support to cultural workers and
technicians, including the self‑employed. While we want to quickly
deliver the support measures included in this bill, we are working
hard to keep our promise to artists so that they can continue to
shine here and around the world. We will be able to give you more
details soon.
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For artists in Quebec and across Canada, we must move quickly
to pass Bill C‑2 while working together to introduce new measures
that will directly support artists and the cultural sector. Among the
measures included in Bill C‑2 is the Canada worker lockdown ben‐
efit, a new income support benefit that will take into account the
decisions of the public health authority, which remain uncertain and
unpredictable.

The Canada worker lockdown benefit will provide $300 a week
to workers who are directly affected by a COVID‑related local
lockdown and will be available to eligible workers retroactively
from October 24, 2021, to May 7, 2022.
● (1115)

[English]

We're taking this step because we want to make sure that no one
is left behind, including workers who are unable to do their jobs
due to future public health restrictions, should they be required.

Bill C-2 is also designed with an understanding that some work‐
ers may require income support if they need to take time off be‐
cause they're sick, under quarantine or have caregiving responsibili‐
ties. That's why the bill proposes to extend eligibility for both the
Canada sickness benefit and the Canada caregiving benefit.

We want to make sure that businesses can continue to grow and
recover and drive up Canada's labour force participation rates and
our level of employment. That's why we're proposing to extend the
Canada recovery hiring program until May 7 and increase the rate
of support to 50%.

[Translation]

We also know that there are some businesses that have been most
deeply affected by the pandemic and that continue to face signifi‐
cant pandemic‑related challenges. The new tourism and hospitality
recovery program will deliver wage and rent subsidies to employers
such as hotels, restaurants, travel agencies, and tour operators. The
bill includes details of the types of businesses that would be eligi‐
ble. The subsidy rate for this highly targeted group of tourism and
hospitality businesses will start at 40% for applicants with a 40%
loss of income and increase based on their loss of income, up to a
maximum of 75%.

[English]

For businesses in all sectors, the hardest-hit business recovery
program will provide support through wage and rent subsidies to
employers who have experienced deep and enduring losses
throughout the pandemic. The eligibility for these programs will be
a two-key system. One key will consider whether the employer has
faced a significant revenue loss over the course of the first 12
months of the pandemic. The second key is revenue loss in the cur‐
rent month.

The local lockdown program will be there to provide employers
facing temporary new local lockdowns with a subsidy rate of up to
75% through the wage and rent subsidy programs. This is important
because it will ensure that local authorities and public health offi‐
cials can continue to make the right public health choices, knowing
that support will be there for workers and businesses if needed.

While we are all hoping that lockdowns will not be necessary in
the future, recent developments related to the omicron variant serve
as a reminder that the fight against COVID is not yet over, and to
underscore a key aspect of Bill C-2, it would enable the govern‐
ment to take immediate action to support workers and businesses
directly affected by local lockdowns should the public health situa‐
tion require it.

I will note that we will continue to have measures in place such
that any publicly listed corporation that chooses to increase execu‐
tive pay while receiving government support will have the wage
subsidy support clawed back.

The broad-based set of business and income support measures,
which we introduced at the height of the pandemic and which came
to an end, as we committed, on October 23, had an estimated cost
of $289 billion.

Mr. Chair, I can today report that the Department of Finance has
estimated, on October 21, that the total cost of the measures in Bill
C-2 would be $7.4 billion, and it would come from the consolidated
revenue fund. The government will account for the potential eco‐
nomic impact of the omicron variant, including the increased possi‐
bility of the need to use the insurance policy, which is the lockdown
support measures in Bill C-2, in our economic and fiscal update on
Tuesday.

Fighting COVID-19 and the subsequent lockdowns we put in
place to save lives required unprecedented government spending in
Canada and around the world. Canadians supported that extraordi‐
nary spending because they understood that it was not only the
compassionate thing to do, but the right thing to do economically.

● (1120)

[Translation]

With Bill C‑2, we will continue to have Canadians' backs while
delivering support that is more targeted—and prudently manages
public finances.

I hope all parliamentarians will vote to pass this legislation so
that Canadians who need support can access it without undue delay.
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[English]

Finally, Mr. Chair and fellow members of Parliament, I'd like to
reiterate as clearly as I can that the single most important economic
policy for Canada continues to be making sure that everyone who
can get vaccinated does get vaccinated. We have one of the highest
vaccination rates in the world, with 89% of Canadians 12 and older
having received at least one dose of the vaccine. We have the sec‐
ond-lowest mortality rate in the G7. Children between five and 11
started getting vaccinated last month. Many of our parents and
grandparents are now getting their booster shots, and the rest of us
will start getting them soon too.

I have to say, speaking as a daughter, what a relief it is that our
parents and grandparents are getting their boosters. I think that feel‐
ing is one common to many Canadians.
[Translation]

We can be proud of how we have come together to fight
COVID‑19. Our battle is not quite finished yet but we are getting
there. The measures in this legislation are an important part of what
we need to do to get the job done.

On that note, I am pleased to answer any questions you may
have.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you very much, Minister, for that opening
statement and the information. I know the members thank you for
coming before our committee, and I know they're very eager to ask
you questions about Bill C-2 and our recovery supports for those
affected by COVID-19.

Now we're going to move into our first round of questions. Each
member will have six minutes. We're going to start with the Con‐
servatives.

We have Ms. Bergen for six minutes.
Hon. Candice Bergen (Portage—Lisgar, CPC): Thanks very

much, Mr. Chair.

Thank you, Minister, for being here. It's good to have you at our
committee.

Minister, I want to take you back to something you said in Octo‐
ber 2020 in a speech you were giving to the Toronto Global Forum.
At that point, you stated that deflation and subpar growth would be
a greater risk to Canadians than the threats of inflation and spi‐
ralling debt. That was well after COVID had begun. The markets
were rebounding. The housing market was heating up. Our own fi‐
nance critic, Mr. Poilievre, warned back in May and many more
times that inflation was going to be the threat, and it truly is the
threat that Canadians are facing right now. We just heard today that
Canada’s food price guide said that, again, food prices will be go‐
ing up.

You are asking us today to look at Bill C-2. You are asking us to
approve more money that's going to be inserted into the economy.
We're not sure where that's coming from—if you're going to be bor‐
rowing or if you're going to be cutting other programs—but we do
know that Canadians are dealing with an inflation crisis, one that up

until even about a week and a half ago you were not admitting was
even happening.

My question is with regard to your comments back in October of
2020. Were you ill-informed? Did you believe that deflation was
going to be the problem? Were you trying to manipulate—maybe
not viciously, but were you trying to manipulate? I'm trying to get
to the bottom of what you were thinking when you said deflation
was going to be a problem in October 2020, when we saw, between
March 2020 and October 2020, the signals in the economy that
things were already roaring and heating up. What were you think‐
ing? Were you ill-informed? Why would you say that?

● (1125)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you for the question. Actually,
I have before me the speech that I gave then, which I reviewed this
morning. Let me say that the challenges of secular stagnation, as it
has been called by people like Larry Summers and Olivier Blan‐
chard, were significant challenges to western industrialized
economies prior to the COVID recession and continue to be a seri‐
ous medium-term risk.

What the secular stagnation we experienced showed us, and the
longer-term challenge there, is that western industrialized
economies face a challenge in the medium term of subpar growth
with an aging demographic. That challenge of subpar growth, of
deflation, which probably prior to COVID we saw most notably in
Japan, is indeed something that policy-makers who think about the
medium and long term, as we certainly do at the Department of Fi‐
nance, need to be concerned about. I think it's absolutely appropri‐
ate to be thinking about those medium-term structural challenges of
subpar growth, of deflation. That actually is one of the reasons that
I think we as a country really need to focus on how we can bring in
structural policies that will structurally improve Canada's long-term
growth trajectory.

I would like to return to some recent comments made by an
economist I respect very much and I know Prime Minister Harper
respected very much, and that is Stephen Poloz. When he was inter‐
viewed a couple of weeks ago, he said, and I'm quoting him now,
that “what the stimulus did was...keep the economy from going into
a deep hole in which we would have experienced persistent defla‐
tion”. On the issue of deflation, I think it's important to divide it in‐
to two parts. There's the medium-term pre-COVID trend. I think it's
actually a consensus of mainstream economists that there was a
long-term challenge of secular stagnation.

Hon. Candice Bergen: Thank you.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Then there's the immediate extreme
challenge posed by the COVID recession—

Hon. Candice Bergen: Yes. Thank you.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: —which, absent government action,
would indeed have posed a theat of deflation, as Governor Poloz
pointed out. Fortunately, we acted decisively, averting that chal‐
lenge.
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Hon. Candice Bergen: Thank you. I have six minutes, so I'm
going to try to match my question with the timing of your answer.
Thank you for that.

I have two things on that, quickly.

Mr. Poloz is the same man who said, in May 2021, “I can say
flippantly not to worry about inflation”. I don't think we want to be
going to his quotes.

Here's what I'm going to tell you, Minister. Your discussion
around deflation is very interesting, and certainly I think shutting
down our Canadian oil and gas sector sure doesn't help long-term
growth in Canada, but right now what Canadians are worried about
is the massive increase in everything. We have a two-decade high
inflation increase.

About a week and a half ago, we couldn't even get your govern‐
ment to admit that inflation was a problem. Then you did admit it
was a problem, but you said, “Well, it's not Canada's problem. It's
happening globally.” You basically have no solution for it. When
you're coming to our committee and defending your statement by
saying that deflation is going to be the problem, not inflation,
you're not admitting that you were wrong.

It's having a major effect on Canadians. You offer no solutions.
You're saying, “Well, it's not really our problem. We're in govern‐
ment, but we're not going to do anything and maybe pump $7.2 bil‐
lion or more into this problem.” That does not give comfort to
Canadians who are dealing with high gas prices, high food costs
and higher housing prices. These are real problems that everyday
parents and seniors are dealing with. There's—
● (1130)

The Chair: That's your time, Ms. Bergen.
Hon. Candice Bergen: There's a confidence problem with you,

Minister.

Thank you.
The Chair: We're now moving to the Liberals for six minutes.

Thank you.
Ms. Julie Dzerowicz (Davenport, Lib.): Thank you so much,

Mr. Chair.

A warm welcome to you, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of
Finance, and through the chair, to your officials, I thank them for
their extraordinary work throughout this pandemic to support Cana‐
dians during this unprecedented time.

The omicron variant is a stark reminder that our battle with
COVID is not over. You've talked about that. We also know that the
best economic policy for Canadians is a strong health policy. Right
now what that means is that it's important for as many Canadians as
possible to be vaccinated. Can you elaborate on where you feel the
Canadian economy is at?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you very much, Ms. Dzerow‐
icz, for your question and your hard work. It's nice to have here to‐
day a member of Parliament whose riding borders my own.

I think that is a really important question. I'm going to start by
saying something that perhaps politicians and indeed even

economists don't say often enough, which is that we are still to‐
day—we have been since COVID hit—travelling in uncharted wa‐
ters. This is an unprecedented crisis, and I do think it's important
for everyone to acknowledge the high degree of uncertainty that we
continue to face.

What I think that requires of us as policy-makers, as people who
have the privilege and the responsibility of steering the Canadian
ship through these uncharted waters, is that we have to have a lot of
humility. We have to acknowledge that there is great uncertainty
about economic forecasts and great uncertainty about what's going
to happen with the virus. Acknowledging that actually is a strength.

What we need to do, having acknowledged that, is to really have
tremendous agility, have a lot of our tools in our tool box and be
able to respond quickly as the circumstances change. The emer‐
gence of the omicron variant is an example, so I want to start with
that.

Having said that, I think it is also really important for us as Cana‐
dians to set the record straight and to really take some quiet Canadi‐
an pride in the reality that we have done a really good job in han‐
dling this, the worst crisis since the Second World War and the
deepest economic blow to the country since the Great Depression.
The Canadian economy is recovering strongly. That is due to the
hard work of all Canadians, and it is due to the work that we've
done in the House of Commons.

Let me give you some numbers to back that up. Our GDP in the
third quarter grew by a robust 5.4%. That beat market expectations.
It was stronger than in the U.S., the U.K., Japan and Australia. Our
jobs recovery has been very, very strong, with 154,000 jobs in
November and 106% of jobs compared to pre-COVID. I really
want to emphasize that, for our government, focusing on the jobs
recovery has been at the core of everything we've done, because we
understand that for every Canadian, or the vast majority of Canadi‐
ans, the way to make life affordable, the way to have a good life, is
to have a job. It starts there. I am really pleased to share with this
committee and with all Canadians how strong our jobs recovery has
been.

Canadian households have weathered the storm remarkably well.
Savings in the third quarter were 11% and that compares to an aver‐
age of 3.4% between 2010 and 2019. Deposits are at $105 billion—
4.3% of GDP—and that is above pre-pandemic levels. Canadian
households have been wise and prudent, and they have handled this
crisis very, very well. Our exports surged to $56.1 billion in Octo‐
ber, the highest level ever.

Yes, there are challenges ahead. Yes, there is a great deal of un‐
certainty and unpredictability. We need to be prudent and keep the
insurance policy of lockdown support and keep this targeted sup‐
port for the hardest-hit sectors, but I also think that Canadians
should take some quiet Canadian pride in how well we have han‐
dled this historic challenge.
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● (1135)

Ms. Julie Dzerowicz: Thank you so much.

Maybe, in the last 30 seconds—because you almost ended on
this when you talked about the pivot from broad-based to more tar‐
geted, but you also talked about how we have to prudently and
carefully manage government spending—do you want to talk about
why that is so important for us to do at this moment?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you for the question.

The short answer is that Canada has a track record of prudent
management of the national finances. That was reaffirmed this fall
by the AAA rating from Moody's and S&P. That is the basis of
strong federal fiscal policy and of a strong economy.

The Chair: Thank you.

Thank you, Ms. Dzerowicz.

Now we're moving to the Bloc and Monsieur Ste-Marie.
[Translation]

Mr. Gabriel Ste-Marie (Joliette, BQ): Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Madam Minister, thank you for being here and for your opening
remarks. I also appreciate your willingness to answer our questions.

The Bloc Québécois believes that it is important to follow up on
the support measures for the sectors, for the workers and for the
businesses that are still experiencing difficulties because of the pan‐
demic. Bill C‑2 will address that, which is important to us.

As we have said time and time again, we could have started work
on Bill C‑2 earlier if the House had been called back sooner after
the election, instead of waiting two months. Nevertheless, we sup‐
ported the principle of the bill. We are here to study it, and we are
very pleased to do so.

As you know, the leader of the Bloc Québécois, my colleague
Ms. Sinclair‑Desgagné and I sent you a letter expressing our con‐
cerns about Bill C‑2. You addressed the issues in your remarks, and
I thank you for that effort. I appreciate that very much. I would like
us to go back to it together, to determine your position and the gov‐
ernment's position on it.

As you mentioned, our biggest concern is for self‑employed cul‐
tural workers. We are very pleased to see that Bill C‑2 targets the
cultural sector with more generous measures. This is what we have
been asking for.

We are very disappointed that the bill does not provide income
support for self‑employed workers in the cultural sector. In Quebec,
a few years ago, these people, particularly artisans in the sector,
were asked to become self‑employed, freelance workers. At the
outset, we wondered why they were not offered the Canadian re‐
covery benefit (CRB). We were told that the department and the
federal government would not be able to properly target people
working in those sectors. What are you offering those people?

We don't want them to find a job in another sector, to retrain. In
recent decades, in Quebec, we have managed to consolidate the cul‐
tural sector, and we want to maintain the expertise. That is why I
am asking you this question.

Thank you, Madam Minister.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you for the question and for
your co‑operation. Let me also thank you for our work together
over the last few years and our work together on Bill C‑2.

I am very pleased that you noticed the effort I made at the begin‐
ning of my remarks to respond to your letter. That was intentional.
We read your letter and discussed those themes. You raised the is‐
sue of the cultural sector. I want to start by saying that our govern‐
ment is also concerned about the cultural sector.

It is an important economic sector, both socially and in terms of
the national identity of Quebec and Canada. As we were negotiat‐
ing the new NAFTA, we stressed this aspect and we defended the
cultural sector because our government understands the importance
of the sector, especially, but not only, in Quebec. We agree on that.
We also agree that the cultural sector is particularly affected by the
COVID‑19 pandemic. It is a sector that cannot completely reopen.
So we agree on what needs to be done.

That being said, we must determine how it needs to be done. In
October, we made a decision, and today I am completely convinced
that it was the right one. We decided to change the way we do
things and convert general support programs for all to targeted pro‐
grams. We made that decision because the situation had changed,
because our fairly successful fight against the virus allowed us to
change our approach. We also did so because it is important for us,
as it is for everyone around the table, to take a fiscally prudent ap‐
proach. So we have moved from a broad approach to a targeted ap‐
proach.

In order to have a targeted approach, we are going to do three
things. First, the programs in Bill C‑2 will help many businesses in
the cultural sector. We need to see that. Second, Mr. Ste‑Marie, I
agree with you on the importance of the issue of self‑employed cul‐
tural workers. Finally, we believe that a targeted program must be
created for those workers because they are in a special situation.

During the election campaign, we made a commitment to help
those workers. We are working out the details of the program that
will be rolled out. I am absolutely ready today to reiterate publicly
that we are doing that. We will be rolling out that program.

● (1140)

Mr. Gabriel Ste-Marie: Thank you.

The Chair: Thank you, Madam Minister and Mr. Ste‑Marie.
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[English]

That's your time.

We're moving now to the NDP and Mr. Blaikie for six minutes.
Mr. Daniel Blaikie (Elmwood—Transcona, NDP): Thank you.

It's good to see you at committee, Deputy Prime Minister.

As you know, I only have six minutes and I am hoping to get in
more than one question, so if the answers are long, I may cut in a
little bit.

Working middle-class Canadian families are certainly feeling the
pinch at the grocery store, as are the financially vulnerable, like
people living with disabilities and seniors on fixed incomes. It's not
because Canadians are suddenly buying way more food than they
did before. In other words, it's not too much money chasing too
many goods in the grocery sector. There are other factors at play.

One of the roles the government can play is to support people fi‐
nancially in what continues to be a difficult time because of the
pandemic. In fact, a lot of vulnerable people—whether they're low-
income families on the CCB, recipients of the Canada worker bene‐
fit or GIS recipients—are seeing their benefits being clawed back. I
know you talked a little bit about the GIS issue in your opening re‐
marks.

Bill C-2 doesn't actually include any provisions that would pre‐
vent the clawback that we're seeing. It's one thing to have to ad‐
dress it retroactively for the CERB and for the CRB. The Canada
worker lockdown benefit is a forward-looking benefit, but there's
nothing in there that would prevent the kind of clawback that we're
seeing.

Why did your government choose not to include anything that
would prevent a similar clawback in this legislation?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: First of all, thank you very much for
the question.

Just to reiterate, on the GIS, because that's a point you have
raised in the past and that the Bloc has also raised—the GIS and the
CRB clawbacks—we recognize that this is a challenge and we rec‐
ognize that we need to address it. It is pretty technically complicat‐
ed, but we will address that challenge.

I also want to point out that I accept your core contention that
there is an affordability challenge, especially for the most vulnera‐
ble Canadians. That is certainly true, and it's something that we're
thoughtful about. It's one reason that it is a good thing that some of
the benefits that go to the most vulnerable Canadians—the GIS, the
CCB, the GST tax credit—are inflation linked. I think one piece of
assurance that we can collectively offer to the most vulnerable
Canadians is that the benefits they depend on are actually going to
be linked to the costs they face in their lives.

I want to say one last thing because of your union background, if
I may. I do really think the single most important thing for working
people is to be able to work. That's why, if you had asked me at the
beginning of the pandemic, what did I worry about the most, I
would have told you it was the three million jobs lost. If you asked
me today what the core thing is that I'm most worried about.... Ac‐

tually, I would say the core thing is that we can't let COVID get a
hold of us again. It's just too painful. It costs too much money and
too many people die, but the second thing I'm the most worried
about is getting jobs back.

● (1145)

Mr. Daniel Blaikie: I'm going to take this moment to jump in.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Yes.

Mr. Daniel Blaikie: I certainly agree. We want jobs for Canadi‐
ans to be able to work, but we also want to remember that there are
Canadians who, for reasons beyond their control, are not able to
work, or they've taken their retirement because they worked all
their lives. We need to make sure that they're able to continue to
live with dignity, whether it's in their retirement or in their adult life
when they're not able to have a job.

When we talk about the financially vulnerable, some of those
folks are being pursued despite reassurances from government that,
if they had applied for the CERB in good faith, they wouldn't be
punished. The clawback is one way that's happening.

For instance, I think of the example of kids in Manitoba who
were in the foster system and who graduated out of foster care.
They were told by the provincial government in Manitoba—I mean,
there were no jobs available that summer—“You can't apply for so‐
cial assistance until you've applied for every other possible form of
financial relief and, by the way, here's the website to CERB.” They
went, they did what they were told and they applied for that. They
weren't eligible, but they were being told that was what they had to
do, on pain of not being able to receive any other benefits. Now
they're being asked to pay back up to $14,000 to $16,000.

That's why people like those in Campaign 2000 have been call‐
ing for a low-income CERB repayment amnesty. It's not something
the government has indicated they're prepared to move on, although
we believe you should. How much money does the government ex‐
pect to get back from these financially vulnerable Canadians who
clearly don't have the means to pay it back? What is the value in
pursuing them if the government isn't going to realize any signifi‐
cant revenue from that?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Look, it's a very good question, and
the specific case in Manitoba is a very particular one that I think
deserves particular attention.



8 FINA-05 December 9, 2021

What I will say about these programs is that they were designed
to provide massive broad-based support to millions of people very
quickly in an emergency. In delivering the programs, we had to bal‐
ance two things, and by “we”, I actually mean “we collectively”,
because we all did debate them and think about them a lot. We
knew we needed to get the support out there really fast, because
people were vulnerable, and we couldn't let people lose their homes
and we couldn't let people go hungry.

The Chair: Minister, thank you.
Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Okay. I'll say more next time if you

want to talk about it more. I have more to say there.
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Blaikie.

We are moving into our second round of questions. You will
have further opportunities.

We now have the Conservatives and Mr. Poilievre for five min‐
utes.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre (Carleton, CPC): Thank you.

Minister, will Canada face a housing crash?
● (1150)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I don't think that it is wise for anyone
with economic responsibility to make predictions about what's go‐
ing to happen, but what I do want to say is that what is very impru‐
dent, and actually very irresponsible, is to speculate—

Hon. Candice Bergen: On a point of order, I just want clarifica‐
tion: Is there not a conventional agreement that the length of the an‐
swer will be equivalent to the length of the question?

The Chair: We have to allow the minister the opportunity to an‐
swer the question. The minister was answering the question.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: But I had a five-second....
Hon. Candice Bergen: I'd like some clarity on that just so that

we're all aware of what the conventional agreement would be.
Ms. Julie Dzerowicz: On a point of order on the point of order,

there is usually not a conventional agreement.
Hon. Candice Bergen: In my years.... I've been here for over 13

years and there actually is a conventional understanding.
The Chair: The minister has all the right to answer the question.
Hon. Pierre Poilievre: On a point of order, just to be clear on

that point, there is a convention. I can quote the great Liberal chair
Wayne Easter on that point, who said the following:

...each member is allocated so much time. We will stick to six minutes for the
first round and five for the second [round], for questions and answers. As for the
process, if there's an eight-second question, we expect the answer to be eight sec‐
onds.

That is a convention. It is practised in all committees, including
committee of the whole yesterday. Witnesses are entitled to make
opening speeches, and then we move to questions.

Ms. Julie Dzerowicz: Mr. Chair, can we ask the clerk whether
there is a convention here, and whether you can weigh in?

The Chair: It is to the chair's discretion.

I would say, Minister, that you have the right to answer the ques‐
tion.

A question could be asked in two seconds or three seconds, and
that will not give sufficient time to answer the question. Allow the
minister to answer the question.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: The minister, I guess, has given her an‐
swer.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I actually wasn't finished. I was cut
off, in fact.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: All right.

The question was whether she thinks there will be a housing
crash.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Let me just say that I think it is really
incumbent on everyone in this committee.... We're all members of
Parliament. We have a higher responsibility as members of the fi‐
nance committee. To speculate irresponsibly and to make assertions
that could damage confidence in the Canadian economy is highly
irresponsible.

Let me just assure Canadians that our banks are very, very stable.
Our government took measures last summer to further stabilize the
housing market and to ensure that Canadians were not taking undue
risk. OSFI did the same thing.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Is our housing market stable today?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: As I said, I have great confidence in
Canada's regulators. I have great confidence in OSFI.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Is it stable?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I have great confidence in the prudent
measures that the government and OSFI put in place last summer to
ensure that Canadians did not take on undue risk.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Is it stable?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I just want to reiterate that for anyone,
particularly someone from a party that aspires to one day form gov‐
ernment—

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Is the housing market stable?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: —to make such irresponsible asser‐
tions—

Ms. Julie Dzerowicz: A point of order, Mr. Chair...?

Hon. Candice Bergen: I have a point of order.

Ms. Julie Dzerowicz: On a point of order, can we please allow
the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Finance to respond
without repeating the question over and over again?

Hon. Candice Bergen: On a point of order, Chair, you've ruled
that you want to give the minister the ability to respond, to answer
the question. I think the minister is now wading into telling opposi‐
tion members how to do their jobs. Respectfully, I've chaired a
committee before—

Ms. Julie Dzerowicz: That's not a point of order.
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Hon. Candice Bergen: It's absolutely a point of order.
The Chair: Ms. Bergen, what I'll say is that it is very difficult

with crosstalk for the interpreters—
Hon. Candice Bergen: It is difficult.
The Chair: —for one, because I do hear from the interpreters—
Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Well, then, do your job, allocate the time

accordingly and let us get on with the questioning.
The Chair: That is what is being done, Mr. Poilievre. Allow the

minister to answer, and then ask your next question and allow the
minister to answer. We will continue in that format.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: All right.

We're not going to get an answer on whether the minister thinks
the housing market is stable.

My next question is this: What is the total amount of public and
private debt in Canada today?
● (1155)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: We are going to give a full report on
Canada's public finances on Tuesday, but I am happy to say that the
net worth of Canadian households is up 22% from the beginning of
the crisis. In Q3, the household savings rate was—

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: The question is about the total debt of
Canadians today.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: —11%, compared to 3.4%.
The Chair: I'm sorry, Minister. It is very difficult for the inter‐

preters—
Hon. Pierre Poilievre: I agree.
The Chair: —with the crosstalk that happens when you interject

and do not allow, at least, the finishing of a sentence. I'll allow the
minister to conclude her remarks.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: The question was what the total debt lev‐
el, public and private, is in Canada today. I'm just looking for that
particular number.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I'm happy to say that on Tuesday, just
a few days from now, we're going to give a full public accounting. I
am also pleased to remind the member that the savings rate of
Canadians was 11% in the third quarter, up from 3.4% between
2010 and 2019.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: I have a question for Mr. Leswick. Does
he know the total debt, public and private, that exists in Canada to‐
day?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I believe the rule is that the questions
go to me here.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: He is a witness. I just thought he might
have the number.

The Chair: Witnesses do have the....
Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Questions can be posed to him.
The Chair: Yes, they can.
Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Okay, Nick. Go ahead if you wish.

Mr. Nicholas Leswick (Associate Deputy Minister, Depart‐
ment of Finance): I apologize to the member. I don't have that
number at my fingertips.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Well, it's a pretty important number. I'm
amazed that a Minister of Finance and a senior finance official
would not know how much debt there is in Canada today.

What would be the total cost if there were a 1% average increase
of interest rates on Canada's national debt per year? I just want the
number.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Just let me say that, when we publish
the economic and fiscal update on Tuesday, we will include—as we
did in the budget and as we always do—downside and upside risk
scenarios. Those will include a careful accounting of the impact of
higher than expected interest rates.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Thank you. I appreciate that.

The question was how much it would cost if interest rates went
up even one percentage point on Canada's national debt. This is a
number we would expect the government to know on any given
day, not to have to wait for a report.

What would it cost for a one percentage point increase in interest
rates on Canada's national debt? I want just the number, please.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: The information that is published in
the economic and fiscal update, which will be on Tuesday, is mar‐
ket sensitive. We publish it all at the same time. I have not come to
this committee for an early reveal of the economic and fiscal up‐
date, but all of the numbers are there. I do want to say, because it is
important—

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Based on your most recent publication,
what's the number?

Mr. Yvan Baker (Etobicoke Centre, Lib.): I have a point of or‐
der.

Mr. Chair, you made a ruling that the minister is to be allowed to
answer the questions. Once again, Mr. Poilievre is not allowing the
minister to answer the question.

The Chair: There is decorum, Mr. Poilievre, and your time is ac‐
tually up.

We are going to be moving now to the Liberals.

Mr. Baker, you have the floor for five minutes.
Mr. Yvan Baker: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

[Translation]

Madam Deputy Prime Minister, thank you for being with us to‐
day to answer our questions.

Since the beginning of the COVID‑19 pandemic, the government
has protected Canadians with public health measures and vaccines.
Canada has one of the highest vaccination rates in the world. The
government has also provided support to Canadians and businesses
to the tune of approximately $289 billion, as of the end of Octo‐
ber 2021.
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[English]

All of these measures have saved lives, kept businesses going
through an incredibly challenging time and protected workers.
They protected their jobs and they protected their incomes. In my
riding of Etobicoke Centre, people express to me constantly that
they are grateful and appreciative that the Government of Canada
stepped up and provided that support. We had their backs during
COVID-19.

You described the measures in Bill C-2 in your remarks as the fi‐
nal pivot. For the constituents of Etobicoke Centre, who are eager
to know about C-2 and what supports will be offered, could you ex‐
plain what the “final pivot” means?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you very much for your hard
work, Yvan, and for your constituents in Etobicoke.

The reason we are describing Bill C-2 as the final pivot is that
we have come a long way in our fight against COVID. We have
come a long way in our fight against the COVID recession, and that
is a really good thing.

Notwithstanding some irresponsible partisan posturing, which
we hear sometimes in the House and sometimes in committee, it is
really important for the economy for Canadians to understand that
we have made real progress and that we're going into the end of the
year and the beginning of next year with a strong economy and
strong economic growth underpinning that with a real tailwind.
Keynes talked about animal spirits and their importance in the
economy, and that continues to be true today.

I do really want people to come away from today with an under‐
standing that we have done a really good job as a country dealing
with what was a devastating economic crisis and what could have
been much worse, particularly on jobs but also on a strongly recov‐
ering GDP. Canadian households, on average, are in a strong finan‐
cial position right now. They're in a stronger position than they
were before COVID hit on a number of measures. That is good
news.

Why, then, is Bill C-2 necessary? It's necessary for two reasons.

First, we know that there are some sectors which, through no
fault of their own, are particularly hard hit and just cannot fully re‐
open. There's tourism and hospitality. We spoke earlier today about
the culture sector as well. Our philosophical approach in putting to‐
gether our COVID support programs has been that we did not want
to permit economic scarring. We didn't want Canada's economic
muscle to atrophy during the COVID recession, because we knew
that if it did, coming back from that recession would be even hard‐
er. Bill C-2 is designed to provide that targeted support to the sec‐
tors that need it.

The second part of it, which omicron has made even more impor‐
tant, is an insurance policy. We still don't know what's ahead. We're
all going to hope—I'm going to knock on wood here—that the
smart public health measures that have served us well, and the bor‐
der measures, will keep omicron under control. Please get vaccinat‐
ed. Please get your boosters. That's so important as well. However,
I think it is really prudent to have lockdown support in our tool box,
in case that is needed.

That's the thinking behind Bill C-2, and that's why it is a pivot.
It's different from the support needed at the height of the crisis. It
does cost less money and that is very important to me, to Nick and
to the whole Department of Finance, but it is still necessary to have
that little bit of extra support.

I really hope and believe this is the final push.

● (1200)

The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

That's your time, Mr. Baker.

We're moving to the Bloc and Monsieur Ste-Marie for two and a
half minutes.

[Translation]

Mr. Gabriel Ste-Marie: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Madam Minister, I'm going to ask my two questions at once, and
you can answer them afterwards.

In your opening remarks and in your discussions with my col‐
league Mr. Blaikie, you talked about the importance of addressing
the issue of seniors who receive the guaranteed income supplement
(GIS), and who have received the Canada emergency response ben‐
efit (CERB) and the CRB. This is also one of our concerns. In fact,
we are asking you to treat the CERB as working income, to allow
for recalculation in the current year and to allow for repayment
over a number of years rather than in the current year.

In your remarks, you also mentioned that, in the next few days,
you would be unveiling what the government will do to address the
situation. Can you confirm that my understanding is correct?

My second question is this. You said that the government is com‐
mitted to supporting self‑employed cultural workers and that it is
currently working on a program that targets those workers. Can you
confirm that the program will be put in place in a timely manner
and that it will meet the needs of those workers? I would like to see
that commitment made here today.

Thank you, Madam Minister.

● (1205)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you for the question.

With respect to the GIS and the CERB, as I said, in terms of the
capacity of our technology system, we have found that it is a little
complicated. However, I am willing to make a public commitment
to you. I agree with you that this is an issue for the most vulnerable
seniors. We really are putting a solution in place for those whose
GIS benefits were reduced because they received the CERB. We
agree that this is a problem, and we are fixing it. I won't go into the
details, because—

The Chair: Thank you, Madam Minister.
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[English]

We are now moving to the NDP.

Mr. Blaikie, you have two and a half minutes.
Mr. Daniel Blaikie: Yesterday here at committee, we heard the

story of a senior in the Northwest Territories who lost her apart‐
ment because of the GIS clawback and who is living out of her car.
I want to take a moment to really impress upon you the sense of ur‐
gency with which your government has to solve a problem that
they've been aware of. I mean, we raised it at the very beginning of
August, right in the middle of the summer, and there were some
media reports that there were briefings within government as early
as May of this year. It's not a new problem. We really do need to
solve it before more seniors are out on the street.

This question is with respect to the Canada worker lockdown
benefit. Can you tell us, for the period from October 24 to today,
what regions in Canada would meet the criteria for a public health
lockdown that would trigger the Canada worker lockdown benefit?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I want to quickly talk about the senior
you mentioned, because I do think it's an important point and some‐
thing that I try to think about quite a bit. I try to remember, and I
think we all should, that we all have pretty comfortable lives. It's on
the public record how much money each one of us makes. I think
it's really important for all of us to remember that there are people
struggling, and we have to act with an urgency based on an appreci‐
ation of those struggles.

You make a good point. I do feel that urgency, and I am person‐
ally committed to getting this fixed.

Second, on the lockdown support, that will come in place, and I
hope we never have to use the lockdown support. I see it—

Mr. Daniel Blaikie: It is a retroactive benefit, but is there any re‐
gion in the country that would qualify?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I see it as something like the insurance
you buy in case your house burns down. That's my feeling about
the lockdown support. It is in case public health authorities need to
go back to the kinds of lockdowns we had when COVID first hit.
I'm an Ontario MP, and the kinds of lockdowns we had in Ontario a
year ago and the kinds of lockdowns we had last spring—

Mr. Daniel Blaikie: Is there a region, retroactively, that it would
apply to?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: We will always be open to regions
saying, “Hey, we qualify.”

The Chair: Thank you, Minister and Mr. Blaikie.

We will move to the Conservatives for five minutes.

Mr. McLean, you have the floor.
Mr. Greg McLean (Calgary Centre, CPC): Minister, welcome

to the finance committee. I hope we have some good debates here
over the next little while.

For my first question, I'll go back to housing. I'm going to quote
you in this meeting, where you talk about the net worth of Canadi‐
ans being “up 22%” since COVID. You realize that the price of
housing is up 24% in the last year alone, so of course if 72% of

Canadians own houses, it's only going to be indicative that their net
worth is going up, in that case. As well, about one-third of Canadi‐
ans have stock portfolios that have gone up by 62% in the last year.

Inasmuch as it looks like Canadians' net worth is going up, it is
purely inflation that is driving that up, and it is asset inflation. Peo‐
ple with assets pre-COVID are actually doing very well on a rela‐
tive basis, but people without those assets, and there are a lot of
Canadians without those assets, are not doing nearly as well. You're
creating a huge divide between the haves and the have-nots in soci‐
ety. I don't know if you've thought about this in your approach of
continuing to flush money into the system, but it is causing a prob‐
lem.

I'll let you respond to that and what you're going to do to address
that. I know the big easy issue, the easy button, is just to push some
more money into different programs in society, but that will actual‐
ly create more inflation throughout society. What do see the
endgame being here?

● (1210)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: That is a good and thoughtful ques‐
tion. I actually do think a lot, as I'm sure you and I hope all mem‐
bers of this committee do, about the income distribution effects of
various policies that we put in place. In my previous life, before I
became a politician, income inequality was something that I wrote
about a lot. It is a real challenge.

When it comes to where Canadian households are right now, it is
worth pointing out what has been happening with savings. That is
not purely about assets; it's about what people are saving. In Q3,
the savings rate was 11%, as opposed to a 3.4% rate between 2010
and 2019.

Finally, I know, Mr. McLean, of your own financial background.
I hope that you would not think that appreciation in the value of
stocks is a sign of problems in the economy.

Mr. Greg McLean: I think an irrational increase in stocks is ac‐
tually a bit of a bubble. If you call a bubble when stocks go up by
62% in one year, we call reversion to the mean, which means that,
eventually, it will come back down.

Likewise with housing, if anybody in the history of Canada
could have foreseen that their houses would increase in value by
24% in one year, we would be building houses at a far faster pace
than we are or ever have. That is an aberration. House prices should
go up 2% to 3% per year. We're 10 times that at this point in time,
because we flushed over half a trillion dollars into the Canadian
economy.

If you want to talk about the savings rate, perhaps you're misallo‐
cating some of the money that's gone into the system, so that people
who have the ability to save are actually saving. People without that
ability don't have the wherewithal to get by.
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Those are interesting things, but I'm going to ask you one ques‐
tion here, because you did talk about the export surge to $56.1 bil‐
lion—the highest ever—in the third quarter. What else was the
highest ever in the third quarter, Minister? It was the export of natu‐
ral resources from Canada. That's something that your government
seems to continue to want to restrain. Some acknowledgement of
the importance of this export industry to Canada would be very per‐
tinent at this point in time at this committee.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I'm happy to acknowledge that.

You know my own personal background. I have often reflected
on the reality that I, personally, owe a lot to the strength of the ener‐
gy sector in building the Canadian economy and in building so
many public services in your province—and my native province—
of Alberta.

I'll give you a specific example. You know the Alberta heritage
savings trust fund as well as I do. Maybe everyone around this table
will share in paying some respect to Peter Lougheed. I benefited a
lot from Alberta heritage trust fund scholarships. That whole fund
was created thanks to the energy sector in Alberta. I absolutely ac‐
knowledge the critical role it has played in building not just the Al‐
berta economy but the Canadian economy, in making the lives of so
many Canadians better, in creating really good-paying blue collar
jobs—

The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

Now we're moving to Madame Chatel for five minutes.

[Translation]
Mrs. Sophie Chatel (Pontiac, Lib.): Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Madam Deputy Prime Minister, thank you for joining us today.

I would like to come back to Bill C‑2.

Madam Deputy Prime Minister, what are the consequences if we
don't pass this bill by the holidays, if there's a delay, or if we never
pass it? This has been one of my concerns since the beginning of
the study.
● (1215)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Mrs. Chatel, I am very pleased to an‐
swer your question. In addition, I think that Mr. Leswick is happy
to see a former colleague again. Finally, I thank you for your hard
work in the Organisation for Economic Co‑operation and Develop‐
ment.

Bill C‑2 is very important for our government. I also think it's
important for us all for three reasons.

First, there are sectors of the economy that still need help. Think
of the tourism industry, hotel industry and cultural industry. I am
extremely proud to see that Canada's economic recovery is robust.
We have been able to fight back against the COVID‑19 and the re‐
cession that it caused. However, we must not forget that some sec‐
tors of the economy cannot fully reopen, as restrictions are still in
place. This is the case at the border, for example. Our approach is
to preserve Canada's economic capacity through subsidies. To be
preserved, these sectors need a little more help.

Second, we offer subsidies to people who are ill and to those
who have to stay at home to care for a loved one. These measures
are very important, and they are more important than ever since the
arrival of the Omicron variant. We need to encourage people to stay
at home when they are ill.

Third, it is a measure to ensure that the government will be able
to put tools in place very quickly, if lockdown measures are still
needed to combat COVID‑19. I hope this won't be the case, of
course. However, we must be prepared for any eventuality.

For all these reasons, I hope everyone will vote in favour of the
bill.

Mrs. Sophie Chatel: Mr. Chair, how much time do I have left?

[English]

The Chair: You have about a minute and 20 seconds.

[Translation]

Mrs. Sophie Chatel: Okay.

I would like to make a brief follow‑up, Madam Minister.

Earlier, you said that in some cases, certain sectors were at risk
of bankruptcy. In addition, the Omicron variant could lead to anoth‐
er lockdown. As you mentioned earlier, some people who are sick
could be forced to go to work if they don't have sick leave.

This week, we heard that if we don't pass the bill by the holidays,
some of the most vulnerable people and businesses won't receive fi‐
nancial support in time, even if we pass the bill next year. Can you
confirm this?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Yes, I agree with that Mrs. Chatel.

As Mr. Blaikie mentioned, there are vulnerable people and busi‐
nesses that can't wait.

The Chair: Thank you.

[English]

Thank you, Madame Chatel.

We're going to move now to the Conservatives. This is going to
be our third round, members.

For five minutes, we have Mr. Poilievre.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Thank you.
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I'll go back to Ms. Bergen's point about the minister's mistake
when she claimed that Canada's greater risk was deflation, rather
than inflation. Six months earlier, Conservatives had begun warn‐
ing about the inflation threat, yet she went out in October of 2020,
when house prices were already rising.... They were up 12% in half
a year, mortgage lending was ballooning and stock markets were
rising. Since she made her prediction about deflation, there has not
actually been a single month of deflation in Canada. In fact, now
we have the highest inflation in two decades, and we have a hous‐
ing price inflation of 20% since she took office, including a 20%
increase in land prices, which of course are not linked in any way,
shape or form to supply chains.

This mistake that she made, against our warnings, has great con‐
sequences. Food prices are going to go up a thousand dollars this
year for single mothers who can't afford to pay their bills. Young
people are living in their parents' basements because they can't af‐
ford homes—something the minister was celebrating a moment
ago, when she thought all of this asset price inflation was a good
thing. Today, her only defence is that it's great that the stock market
is up.

Sure. For the plutocrats, that is great news. Their assets have
been inflated by the minister's excessive spending and money cre‐
ation, as have millionaire mansion owners in her social circles.
However, for working-class folks who can't afford stocks, houses,
bonds or the other things that she's inflating, all they have is a re‐
al—
● (1220)

Ms. Julie Dzerowicz: I have a point of order, Mr. Chair.

Is there a question in there somewhere?
Hon. Candice Bergen: That's not a point of order.
The Chair: I will allow the member to continue.
Hon. Pierre Poilievre: These sorts of mistakes have conse‐

quences.

I notice that the minister, to defend her faulty prediction of defla‐
tion, sais she was just relying on Larry Summers. Actually, Larry
Summers made the same prediction I did, which was that deficit
spending would lead to this inflation. I'll quote him. He said:

First, while there are enormous uncertainties, there is a chance that macroeco‐
nomic stimulus on a scale closer to World War II levels than normal recession
levels will set off inflationary pressures of a kind we have not seen in a genera‐
tion....

If she had even listened to a Liberal economist, who has been
predicting that there would be inflation as a direct result of govern‐
ment spending and central bank money creation, then she would
not have gotten us in the mess that she has created today.

Would she agree with Larry Summers—whom she just quoted—
that, in fact, deficit spending is contributing to inflation here and in
the United States, and in other places where governments have be‐
haved similarly irresponsibly?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Mr. Chair, let me just start by saying
that it's really important for Canadians not to be misled by a false
narrative about where we are in the Canadian economy. That is im‐
portant, because confidence, people's attitudes, have a very real im‐
pact when it comes to our future prosperity. Confidence, animal

spirits and a certainty about where we are going in the future are a
very real economic factor.

It's really incumbent on me to correct the entirely misleading im‐
pression that Canadians are being given here, which is that, some‐
how, our economic policies aren't working and that, somehow, our
country is not doing what is in fact the case, namely that we are in
the midst of a really strong recovery from a really dreadful external
event. The external event was a global pandemic. Our government
responded at scale and appropriately. The result is GDP growing
robustly, jobs being all back, strong exports and household finances
in good shape.

That is a good story, and that is what Canadians need to feel con‐
fident about.

The Chair: Thank you. That is your time, Mr. Poilievre.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Thank you.

The Chair: We are moving now to the Liberals with Mr. Mac‐
Donald for five minutes.

Mr. Heath MacDonald (Malpeque, Lib.): Thank you, Chair
and Deputy Prime Minister.

It's great to be here. I'm new to this committee, but I'm finding it
very interesting, obviously.

Escalating issues around the world are taking a toll on economies
everywhere. I want to touch base with you in regard to how Canada
continues on a positive trajectory. The numbers speak for them‐
selves. We could argue all day that “this economist said this” and
“that economist said that”, but it's proven in the labour force survey
that just recently came out and so forth.

Can you expand on the particulars of why we're on this trajecto‐
ry?

● (1225)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: First of all, welcome to this committee
and welcome to the House, Mr. MacDonald. It's great to have you
here. I think colleagues would probably agree with me that this is
one of the livelier and more consequential committees, so it's really
good to see you here.

As I said earlier in my testimony, one of the principles on which
our government based everything that we did in this crisis was the
idea that a job is the most important thing for working Canadians,
that a job is the basis of a person's and a family's economic well-
being. Having a job is actually also really socially and psychologi‐
cally important.
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Probably the moment that got me the most worried when COVID
hit was in the immediate aftermath of the lockdown when we saw
that we had lost three million jobs. That was devastating to the lives
of three million people and probably a lot more than three million
people, because it also meant the lives of the families and friends of
all of those people who lost their jobs. That was the deepest hit the
Canadian economy had taken since the Great Depression, so we
knew we had we had to act and we had to act quickly.

We acted with the CERB because we wanted to be sure that vul‐
nerable people could pay their rent or pay their mortgage and could
buy groceries. We also acted with the wage subsidy. I want to em‐
phasize how important, in my view, that was, because it allowed
people to stay connected to their jobs and it prevented economic
scarring.

We see what that has meant in the numbers today. Canada's jobs
recovery has been outpacing market expectations. We're at 106%.
That is strongly outpacing what we're seeing in the U.S., which has
had only a 83% recovery of jobs.

I don't want to give Canadians the impression that I think our
work is finished or that I think there are no concerns left with omi‐
cron or that I am blind to the very real challenges of opening up the
Canadian and global economies. These are real challenges, but for
me the single most important economic number, which gives me a
lot of comfort, is our very strong jobs recovery. That's down to
Canadians. It is down to the small businesses that have hung in
there and kept their workers on.

I am sure you have talked to a lot of small businesses in your
constituency. I certainly have. Some people decided to take home
less money for themselves so they could keep their workers on.
There are so many people across the country who did that, who
have shown remarkable resilience, as have the workers who kept on
going into work even maybe when they had to take a pay cut during
the worst of the crisis.

This is really important. The Canada recovery hiring benefit is
going to put some further wind in the sails of that jobs recovery.

Mr. Heath MacDonald: I have thirty seconds, so I will just
make a statement.

I totally agree with you, Deputy Prime Minister. I come from
Prince Edward Island, where 6.4% of our economy is through the
tourism industry, involving 15,000 to 17,000 jobs. It's a seasonal in‐
dustry. This bill is so important to our society in Prince Edward Is‐
land. I can't stress enough that I certainly hope everyone around
this table ensures that this bill is passed.

I thank you for your time.
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. MacDonald.

We're moving now to the Bloc.

Monsieur Ste-Marie, you have two and a half minutes.
[Translation]

Mr. Gabriel Ste-Marie: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Madam Minister, you confirmed to us that the government is cur‐
rently working on a targeted program for self‑employed cultural

workers, as Bill C‑2 doesn't include any measures to support them.
Could you confirm that the program can be implemented within a
time frame that will satisfy these people and that it will be suffi‐
cient to ensure an acceptable standard of living?

Thank you.

● (1230)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you for the question,
Mr. Ste‑Marie.

I really want to thank you for the work that you and the Bloc are
doing for workers in the cultural sector. I agree with you that it is
an important sector and that it has been particularly affected by the
COVID‑19 pandemic. I also agree that this sector is not only im‐
portant economically, but also culturally, socially and I would even
say politically. So we must support this sector.

We made a commitment during the election campaign, and I am
very happy to say today that we have a program. We are consulting
on how to provide this much‑needed help. We are talking to cultur‐
al organizations to ensure that the assistance will be appropriate.

I also want to say that Bill C‑2 is also important, because the cul‐
tural organizations will be able to benefit from the subsidies that
are provided for in it. It isn't enough in the sense that Bill C‑2 will
not address cultural workers, but many cultural organizations need
it.

Mr. Gabriel Ste-Marie: Can you confirm that the program for
self‑employed workers in the cultural sector could be put in place
within a time frame that they will find satisfactory?

Thank you.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: We are going to work very hard to en‐
sure it is.

Mr. Gabriel Ste-Marie: Okay.

Thank you.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Ste‑Marie.

[English]

That's time. Thank you.

We'll move now to the NDP.

Mr. Blaikie, you have two and a half minutes.

Mr. Daniel Blaikie: Thank you.

I think it's pretty clear in the legislation, on a go-forward basis,
how the lockdown benefit works. I want to restrict our exchange to
just the period between October 24 and now. Are there any regions
in Canada that have requested to be considered under a lockdown
order in terms of the legislation, or are there any that you would
proactively recommend to cabinet be considered to have been un‐
der a lockdown order in that period?
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Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I'm not aware of any that have re‐
quested it. If there are some and somehow the request didn't make it
up to me, I'm happy to say to any MPs that if there are areas you
represent that have requested it, send me an email. I think everyone
here has my email. Most of the premiers text me regularly, so you
know....

Mr. Daniel Blaikie: Fair enough, so there have been no texts
from the premiers yet saying that they have an area in their
province or territory—

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: No one has yet, but it's open to review,
if people would like.

Mr. Daniel Blaikie: Sure.

In part 1 there's a pretty comprehensive list of the industries that
your government considers to still be in pretty significant economic
distress as a result of the pandemic. We know that there are a lot of
self-employed folks who work in those industries, whether it's inde‐
pendent travel agents in the tourism industry or whether it's people
in the arts and culture sector. Why is it that your government didn't
consider making the Canada worker lockdown benefit accessible to
self-employed workers in those sectors that are so well defined in
part 1 of the act, notwithstanding whether there's a specific lock‐
down order in the place where they happen to live?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: If I'm understanding you correctly,
Mr. Blaikie, you're asking whether, absent a lockdown, self-em‐
ployed workers should have access to a benefit. Is that the idea?

Mr. Daniel Blaikie: Yes. I mean, we know that in those indus‐
tries defined in part 1 of the bill, there is still considerable econom‐
ic disruption, in the opinion of your government. Why not make the
lockdown benefit accessible to people who are self-employed and
who, your government is pretty clear, will continue to have trouble
earning income in their sector that is in distress? Why not make the
lockdown benefit available to them independent of whether there
happens to be a lockdown?

We know, lockdown or not, their employment income is going to
be affected by the pandemic.

The Chair: I'm sorry, Minister, but that is the time.

We are now moving to the Conservatives and Mr. Chambers for
five minutes.
● (1235)

Mr. Adam Chambers (Simcoe North, CPC): Thank you very
much, Mr. Chair.

Welcome, Minister. It's nice to see you and nice to have you
here.

We heard testimony yesterday about 4.7 million CEWS appli‐
cants and 2.2 million recipients of CERB. Can you let us know how
many of these applications have been checked for eligibility?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Welcome to the House, and welcome
to the committee, Mr. Chambers.

If the question is about whether we are being careful that people
who receive government benefits are eligible for those benefits and
whether we are careful about ensuring—

Mr. Adam Chambers: I think the question is how many of them
have been checked.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: —there is no fraud, I want to assure
you that we are careful.

I also want to say that the scope and scale of these programs is
unprecedented, and that is a reality as well.

Mr. Adam Chambers: Thank you.

You mentioned a couple of times the extension of the Canada re‐
covery hiring benefit. We have not been given any details about
how effective that benefit has been. Can you let us know how many
people have taken advantage of the Canada recovery benefit today?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: The Canada recovery hiring benefit is
a relatively new program. It started only during the summer. We
think that it is a program worth continuing and indeed increasing,
because of our focus on jobs, jobs, jobs. We understand that it's
hard for businesses in these very uncertain times to bring on anoth‐
er person. That's a difficult, risky decision. With the Canada recov‐
ery hiring benefit, we're making that a little bit easier.

The other thing the Canada recovery hiring benefit is designed to
address is hours worked. One of the things we saw during COVID
was that hours worked declined, and there were some people who
wanted to work full time who found themselves working only part
time. I think in many circumstances this was because of good em‐
ployers, employers who didn't want to fire someone but couldn't af‐
ford and couldn't justify keeping them on full time.

Mr. Adam Chambers: Thank you.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: This Canada recovery hiring program
is going to help encourage employers to bring people back to full
hours, which is what they need.

Mr. Adam Chambers: Thank you.

To be clear, we're being asked to further extend a benefit from a
program for which we don't have details on how effective it has
been. We're also being asked to extend additional benefits for indi‐
viduals through a process of which we are unable to ascertain how
effective it's been in detecting fraud or ineligibility.

I have a fairly simple question. What was the GDP growth rate in
Q2 of this year? Because we like to talk about the Q3 GDP, as I've
heard you mention a number of times....

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I sure do.

Of course in Q2, GDP did contract. That was to do with the very
necessary lockdown in the second quarter to contain a surge in
COVID. I think we are all familiar with the measures that were tak‐
en, including in the province that I represent as a member of Parlia‐
ment for Toronto, Ontario. Those lockdowns did impose—

The Chair: Excuse me.
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Member, you have a minute and 15 seconds.
Mr. Adam Chambers: That's wonderful. Thank you.

That was one of the largest contractions we've actually seen in
quite some time. As a new member, I appreciate, Minister, your
providing some feedback and lessons to new members about irre‐
sponsible political posturing and caution about talking down the
market, but since I used to advise a minister of finance, I would
perhaps offer some advice.

We can cherry-pick stats to show how good or how bad some
things are, and if we're intent on comparing the record of response
to economic crisis, post-2008, which you seem to talk down,
Canada led the G7 in growth. We led the G7 in unemployment for
most of those years. We also had very low inflation.

If you compare that to some of the stats today, we've spent as
much and more than most other countries, we lag our peers in
growth and we have the second-highest inflation in the G7, so I
think we need to understand that we can cherry-pick stats that show
a particular narrative. I would maybe just caution against that.

Thank you.
● (1240)

The Chair: That's your time.

We're now moving to the Liberals, with Ms. Dzerowicz for five
minutes.

Ms. Julie Dzerowicz: Thank you so much, Mr. Chair.

Before I ask my next question to the Deputy Prime Minister and
Minister of Finance, I want to make a couple of statements because
deflation seems to be a bit of a topic today.

If I recall correctly—because I was part of all of the meetings as
COVID started—a number of economists indicated that deflation
could be an issue, but no one could know because the pandemic
was so unprecedented. I wanted that on the record.

I also wanted to indicate that a lot of concern was raised by a
number of our witnesses last year that the suite of supports we of‐
fered would be stronger and more effective than what was offered
in 2008 under the Harper government. There was a strong desire to
make sure that we tied workers more closely to their jobs and their
employers, and that the supports would be generous enough to pro‐
vide a strong foundation from which companies would be able to
pivot as our economy tries to come out of COVID.

I also want to put on the record that former Bank of Canada Gov‐
ernor Poloz did indicate that government spending—and I think
this was just over the last week or two, on November 28—and
stimulus are not to blame for increased inflation. I just want to
make sure that we continue to counter the false narrative that the
Conservatives are proposing.

Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Finance, we've been talk‐
ing quite a bit about Canada's economic future, and you have been
an absolutely ardent champion of national child care. We often talk
quite a bit about the social good that comes from such a program,
but I wonder if you could elaborate on the positive economic im‐
pacts of such a program that we're trying to put into place.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Of course, I could.

We put in place our plan to bring in universal, affordable, high-
quality child care because we knew that it was a powerful driver of
economic growth. That's not a theory. That is based on the experi‐
ence of Quebec. What we've seen in Quebec is that putting in place
affordable, high-quality early learning and child care has hugely in‐
creased the labour force participation rate, particularly of mothers
of children who are three and younger. Before child care was intro‐
duced in Quebec, it had one of the lowest rates in Canada. Now it
has the highest, and that has delivered economic growth.

Actually, I spoke with Madame Marois to get some advice from
her because she was the minister who put this into place. She said
something really interesting to me, which was that the initial gene‐
sis of the program in Quebec—which has been such an inspiration
for us now across the country—was actually economic. It was be‐
cause there were great concerns about Quebec's structural econom‐
ic growth capacity, and child care was seen as a way of building
that. I see the Quebec members of Parliament nodding their heads.

It's nice when, with hindsight, you can look back on a decision
you made and see that it is even more appropriate. I think all of us
know that a challenge we're facing in many parts of the country is
with the labour force. Early learning and child care is a really pow‐
erful, structural, long-term way of increasing Canada's labour force.
It's a very important driver of jobs and growth.

Ms. Julie Dzerowicz: Thank you.

I think I have a minute left, so I'll ask you a quick question. One
of the key measures you have put into place as part of this bill is
that, if a publicly listed corporation chooses to increase executive
pay while receiving government support, the wage subsidy would
be clawed back.

Could you explain why it was important for you to do so?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Yes, for sure.

I'm going to say that members of this committee from many par‐
ties contributed to our appreciation that this was important to do,
and I want to thank members, obviously from the Liberal caucus
but from other parties too, for working on that.

These measures were initially put in place in an emergency to
provide support for the economy to prevent economic scarring. We
understood as time went on that it was important that the measures
do what they were intended to do, which was to support workers—

● (1245)

The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

That's your time, Ms. Dzerowicz.

This will be our fourth round, and the Conservatives have the
floor.
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Mr. Poilievre, go ahead for five minutes.
Hon. Pierre Poilievre: I'm going to let Mr. Chambers....
The Chair: Mr. Chambers, go ahead for five minutes.
Mr. Adam Chambers: Thank you. I'll use the first part of the

time.

My honourable colleague just asked who could have predicted
inflation. Actually, I have hot-off-the-press inflation warnings from
May 12, 2020; June 11, 2020; June 16, 2020; June 18, 2020; July
20, 2020; November 26, December 3, December 7 and December
1, all in 2020; and April 20, April 27, April 29, May 6, May 11 and
June 22 in 2021. Those warnings were from my honourable col‐
league Mr. Poilievre, so I'll perhaps turn the floor back to Mr.
Poilievre.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: I thank Ms. Dzerowicz for asking the
question. We, over here, actually answer questions, so we were
happy to provide you with that answer.

Of course, this minister has been trying to convince Canadians
that prices would drop. Up until last week, that was her official po‐
sition. Last week she finally acknowledged that we have inflation
in Canada, but today she said not to worry about that because the
stock market has gone up. Of course, the stock market goes up
whenever governments flood the economy with cash. They create
asset bubbles whereby the very rich get much richer, but then the
very poor end up having to pay more as those dollars trickle down.
It's one of the reasons why trickle-down economics never works,
because it never trickles down. It stays with the rich at the very top.
Then the people who do all the work on the ground end up paying
the bills.

It's interesting. The Prime Minister was once asked what is mid‐
dle class and what is rich. He said that middle class folks live off
their incomes, whereas rich folks live off their assets. The minister
comes here today and says that things are great because those who
live off their assets have watched those assets inflate in value by
20%. She even marvelled at how the stock market had gone up so
much, even though the economy is smaller today than it was before
COVID.

We have a smaller economy but a much larger stock market, so if
the folks who own all the stocks are significantly wealthier when
the overall output of the economy is slightly down, that means there
is less for everyone else. What we see here again is a government
that is taking from the have-nots to give to the have-gots. Sure, if
you're floating around on your yacht right now, if you're planning
to get back to—
[Translation]

Mrs. Sophie Chatel: A point of order, Mr. Chair.

I'm new to the committee, but we have to discuss Bill C‑2, and
I'm having trouble seeing the connection between what
Mr. Poilievre said and what we have to decide in committee.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you, Madame Chatel.

Mr. Poilievre, perhaps you can get to your question, and hopeful‐
ly it will be relevant to Bill C-2.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: Bill C-2 proposes another $7 billion of
inflation, so it is very relevant.

I just find it incredibly insulting that the day that a report comes
out showing that it's going to cost an extra $1,000 for average fami‐
lies to feed themselves, the government comes here and says,
“Well, don't worry. The stock market is up.” Frankly, the middle
class folks who are walking down grocery aisles not able to buy nu‐
tritious food because it's too expensive can't afford stocks right
now. Their concern is putting food on the table.

A 30-year-old called me from my community of Greely a couple
of weeks back to say that he's still living in his parents' basement
because he can't afford a townhouse, even though he has the same
job that his mother—
● (1250)

Ms. Julie Dzerowicz: On a point of order, Mr. Chair, I'm very
sorry to interrupt the video clip of Mr. Poilievre, but does he have a
question?

The Chair: Mr. Poilievre, do you have a question? If you can get
to the question, you have less than a minute left of your time.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: I have a constituent who called me and
said he has the same job his mother had, but while she was able,
happily, to buy a bungalow on a half-acre lot in south Ottawa with
that, he can't even afford a townhouse today. It's great that the min‐
ister's friends who attend the Davos conference have seen their
stock portfolios balloon after she's pumped all this cash into the
economy, but the working-class kids of our country are saying that
their lives are worse off than their parents' lives. I asked her if we
had a stable housing market, and she couldn't even answer that
question. There are millions of young people asking that.

She likes to quote The Economist. Well, The Economist says that
we, along with two other countries, have a housing bubble so big it
could lead to a crash on the scale of the 2008 crisis, but will the
minister finally start standing up for the people who do the work in
this country?

The Chair: Mr. Poilievre, that is your time.

We are moving to the Liberals now with Mr. Baker for five min‐
utes.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: There's no answer.
Mr. Yvan Baker: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

I have an important question for you, Minister, but before I get to
that, I can't help but respond to something that I heard here a mo‐
ment ago. Even though we know—and we know from global
economists and from world leaders on the right and on the left—
that inflation is a global problem faced by countries around the
world, Monsieur Poilievre says that excessive government spending
has caused inflation in Canada.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: On a point of order, Mr. Chair, the mem‐
ber is quoting me. I was saying Larry Summers has said govern‐
ment deficits are causing inflation. That is the minister's own eco‐
nomic source.

The Chair: Mr. Poilievre, it's the member's time.



18 FINA-05 December 9, 2021

Mr. Baker, you have the floor.
Mr. Yvan Baker: Mr. Poilievre may have quoted other

economists, but he has said that. Mr. Poilievre has said that exces‐
sive government spending has caused inflation.

Hon. Pierre Poilievre: On a point of order, Mr. Chair, it was ac‐
tually the minister who quoted that economist. Larry Summers is
someone who inspired her thinking, not me.

The Chair: Mr. Poilievre, the member....

Mr. Baker, you have the floor.
Mr. Yvan Baker: Thank you, Chair. I hope this won't count to‐

wards my time.
The Chair: It has not counted towards your time.
Mr. Yvan Baker: Thank you.

Mr. Poilievre has said that excessive government spending has
caused inflation in Canada, even though we know there's a global
problem acknowledged by economists around world on the right
and on the left. My colleague Ms. Dzerowicz highlighted one of
those economists, Stephen Poloz, who, when he was interviewed
recently and asked about that, said “that's not right”. He said, “In
fact, what the stimulus did was to keep the economy from going in‐
to a deep hole in which we would have experienced persistent de‐
flation.” That was Mr. Poloz.

MP Chambers highlighted that Mr. Poilievre warned about infla‐
tion a number of times, as though Mr. Poilievre is an oracle of in‐
flation, and I look forward to hearing what other predictions he
makes about the economy. The only problem with that is that at the
same time as he was issuing those warnings, he voted for that
spending. His entire caucus voted for that spending, so Mr.
Poilievre's credibility on this matter, to me, is shot. I think we
should take note of the fact that, on the one hand, he's saying
spending caused inflation, while, on the other hand, he supported
that spending.

MP McLean said we “flushed...half a trillion dollars into
the...economy”. I could not disagree more. Calling the support that
we provided to Canadians, things like the CERB and the wage sub‐
sidy, something that we “flushed” into the economy so that Canadi‐
ans could put food on the table, so that businesses could survive
and so that we could avoid bankruptcies is not only inaccurate but
massively disrespectful to those Canadians who—

Mr. Greg McLean: On a similar point of order, Mr. Chair, I
don't hear his question.

The Chair: Let's find decorum and respect for all members.

Mr. Baker, you have the floor.
Mr. Yvan Baker: It's part of my preamble, Mr. Chair.

I think what both Mr. Poilievre's and Mr. McLean's statements
underline is what the Conservatives would have done had they been
in government in response to COVID-19 to support Canadians
through the pandemic. What they would have done is nothing.

My question to you, Deputy Prime Minister, is that, in Ontario at
least, where my riding is located, cases are up. On December 7, it
was reported that new modelling from the science table forecasts a
rise of 250 to 400 intensive care admissions in January, even with‐

out omicron. The science table said, “Case numbers count, because
too many Ontarians remain un/under vaccinated & will end up in
hospital”. I think that's a good reminder for all of us to work hard to
make sure everyone gets the vaccines they're eligible for, and a
good reminder that, as you have said, “the single most important
economic policy for Canada continues to be making sure that ev‐
eryone who can get vaccinated does get vaccinated.”

In light of this new modelling, Minister, and in light of the emer‐
gence of omicron, what could be the potential impacts for con‐
stituents of Etobicoke Centre and businesses should the measures in
Bill C-2 not be in place soon?

● (1255)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you for the question.

I want to start by pointing out that, in the last Conservative
round, no question was asked or no time was left for me to answer.
It only leads me to think that maybe the Conservatives are afraid of
our answers. That would be surprising.

I want to be serious for a minute, because we're talking about the
Canadian economy and we're talking about the lives of Canadians,
and that is serious. I want to say to Canadians that we're very aware
of the affordability challenges that people face. It's something we
take seriously, and it's something we're concerned about.

I also want to say that when it comes to the extraordinary mea‐
sures we put in place both to fight both the coronavirus and to fight
the recession it caused, it was absolutely the right thing to do. We
were hit by the deepest crisis since the Second World War in terms
of a national emergency, and the deepest economic recession since
the Great Depression. Things were bad. They could have been so
much worse absent extraordinary, agile government action that put
a floor under the losses and prevented economic scarring.

Today, we are seeing the positive results of that emergency ac‐
tion. We are seeing the GDP growing. We are seeing a very strong
job recovery. We are seeing strong exports. We are seeing that the
economic muscle of Canada has not atrophied and that Canadian
families are still solvent. This is really important.

The Chair: Thank you, Minister.

We are moving now to the Bloc for two and a half minutes.

Go ahead, Madame Sinclair-Desgagné.

[Translation]

Ms. Nathalie Sinclair-Desgagné (Terrebonne, BQ): Thank
you, Mr. Chair.

Good afternoon, Madam Minister. Thank you for your speech.

I am delighted to have the opportunity to ask you a question to‐
day. I will get straight to the point. In your speech, you talked about
the hardest‑hit sectors, including the tourism sector, which we wel‐
come in Bill C‑2. When you say “particularly the tourism sector”, it
also means that other sectors are being hit very hard, and have been
since the beginning of the pandemic.
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It isn't only inflation that is a global phenomenon, supply chain
issues are as well, as you know. There have been international plant
closures and a decline in the production of key parts in some sec‐
tors, including microprocessors, which are essential for many sec‐
tors of the economy.

In addition, due to problems with maritime transport, some com‐
panies are being hit very hard, especially in the aerospace sector.
We would like a clear commitment from you. Will these companies
be able to receive at least as much help as the tourism sector can
get, especially if we present you with the figures and see how badly
these companies are affected?

Thank you.
Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you for the question, as well as

your serious approach and your co‑operation on these issues, which
are very important to the people who elected us. I really appreciate
it. We may not always agree, but we can have a concrete and pro‐
ductive conversation.

In the budget, we have taken a particular approach to the
aerospace sector, for which we have earmarked a contribution
of $2 billion. Canada's regional development agencies will re‐
ceive $250 million to help revive the sector. There is also the strate‐
gic innovation fund, under the leadership of Minister François-
Philippe Champagne, who knows the sector very well. Under this
fund, the aerospace sector will receive $1.75 billion.

I want to stress that we understand the specific and strategic im‐
portance of this sector. We also understand, as you have just ex‐
plained—
● (1300)

The Chair: Thank you, Madam Minister.
[English]

We have to move to the NDP for two and a half minutes now.

Go ahead, Mr. Blaikie.
Mr. Daniel Blaikie: Thank you very much.

I think one of the aggravating factors in terms of people's frustra‐
tion and anger over the benefit clawbacks is that they look at some
of the companies that received assistance under the Canada wage
subsidy, whether that be Bell or Chartwell or others—we could go
into some of those examples, if you like—who increased signifi‐
cantly the dividends they paid to their shareholders. In some cases,
there were share buybacks. The government hasn't so much as even
asked for any of that money back, let alone pursued them in the
way that some of the financially vulnerable have been pursued by
the government.

Bill C-2 was an opportunity to incorporate some of the advice
that this committee gave to government in the last Parliament
around dividends and around share buybacks and ensuring that re‐
cipients of the wage subsidy wouldn't engage in those kinds of ac‐
tivities. Why did the government choose not to incorporate those
restrictions around dividends and share buybacks in addition to ex‐
ecutive compensation in the new legislation?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you for the question.

As you have pointed out, we have included what I think is the
very appropriate restriction on executive compensation. That,
you're quite right, was indeed based in part on work done by this
committee and the members of it, and I want to thank them for it. I
think that is an important restriction to put in place. We are always
interested in continuing to evaluate additional ideas that people
want to put forward, and I'm happy to have further conversations
about them. In—

Mr. Daniel Blaikie: In this case, it's not a new idea. It was out
there. In fact, we have been calling for that to apply to previous
pandemic benefit legislation. Here was an opportunity to take that
feedback and implement it. Why did you choose not to do that in
this legislation?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: One of our objectives in putting in
place this legislation is to balance.... Let me maybe put it a little bit
differently. These are programs that are unique to the COVID mo‐
ment. In putting them in place, we try to strike a balance between
simplicity of administration, between the ability to deliver the pro‐
grams—

The Chair: Thank you, Minister. That's the time.

We are moving to the Conservative.

Mr. McLean, you have five minutes.

Mr. Greg McLean: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Mr. Leswick, some time ago you were asked about the outstand‐
ing debt in Canada. Did you come up with those numbers since you
were last asked?

Mr. Nicholas Leswick: I don't have the answer to that question.

Mr. Greg McLean: Okay. I'm disappointed, and it follows along
with the information we're getting from your department. Officials
who were here the other day didn't seem to be able to answer any
questions about the $7.4 billion that we're going to spend on this,
potentially. It might go to $9 billion. They couldn't give us the
modelling. They couldn't give us the assumptions. They couldn't
give us anything, because they didn't know, much like it seems you
don't know. These are basic numbers. These are real numbers that I
would expect somebody at your level to have at their fingertips on a
day-to-day basis about the net debt of Canadians. I'll let that go.

Minister, you talked about Canadians' balance sheets and Canadi‐
ans' net worth. That's their household net worth, of course. In the
last two years, the federal government debt that you're in charge of
has gone up by 34% for each individual Canadian. That's up
to $42,000 per man, woman and child in Canada. How can you say
that their household balance sheets have improved, when the coun‐
try's balance sheet, to which they are directly responsible, has dete‐
riorated so badly?
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Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you for the question. It might
be worth reminding you, Mr. McLean, and all of the Conservative
members that you have just been elected on an election platform
that actually proposed to increase the deficit for 2021-22 to a higher
level than what was proposed in the Liberal platform. The Conser‐
vative platform proposed a $168-billion deficit for 2021-22, where‐
as in the Liberal platform we proposed a deficit of $156.9 billion.
Let me emphasize that this was our election platform.

I think it's important for Conservatives to be clear with Canadi‐
ans about what it is you are actually proposing. If Conservatives are
indeed today saying that they believe it was wrong to support Cana‐
dians and Canadian businesses during the pandemic, and if Conser‐
vatives are saying that they believe it is wrong to provide support to
tourism and hospitality, which still cannot fully reopen—

Mr. Greg McLean: Okay, Minister. Okay—

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: —you should be clear and honest with
Canadians.
● (1305)

Mr. Greg McLean: Minister, thank you.
Hon. Chrystia Freeland: No, I'm not finished, Mr. McLean.
Mr. Greg McLean: You're not answering the question.
Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I certainly am.
Mr. Greg McLean: You're deflecting, so if I can get you to wrap

that up, I have more questions.
Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I certainly am—
The Chair: Just wrap up the answer.
Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Yes.

Are Conservatives saying it was wrong to provide the CERB in
support of nine million Canadians? Was that a mistake, Mr.
McLean?

Mr. Greg McLean: Let me ask a question—
Hon. Pierre Poilievre: I have a point of order, Mr. Chair. The

problem with the approach you're taking is that everyone is forced
to just engage in speech-making, because you're not imposing any
limits on the question or answer time.

If you could clarify, both for questioners and for answerers, what
is the time frame? The reason we're getting so much chaos is that
you have not told us the speaking time, unlike your predecessor,
who was very clear about how much time we had to ask and to an‐
swer.

The Chair: Mr. Poilievre, it's at the discretion of the chair. What
I'm allowing for is that when there is a question—when there is a
question and not just a statement that's being made—I listen to the
question and then I listen to the answer. I allow for an answer to be
had by the minister so that there is time for the minister to provide
that answer.

Go ahead, Mr. McLean.
Mr. Greg McLean: I did interrupt, because my question was not

being answered and I wanted to move on.
The Chair: Your time was stopped.

Go ahead, Mr. McLean. You have two minutes.

Mr. Greg McLean: Thank you very much.

You talked about the deep economic scarring that followed the
2008 recession. I appreciate the narrative you build about the Con‐
servatives' plan versus your plan, what we would have done and
what you did. Talk, talk, talk.... Okay, let's talk about the deep eco‐
nomic scarring from the 2008 recession, when the country got back
to balance within a handful of years.

How do you see balance coming back to the amount of debt
you've piled on Canadians in the last two years? Six hundred billion
dollars' worth of debt, large amounts of it on the government's own
balance sheet, and that's not going to cause economic scarring...?
We didn't have quantitative easing in 2008. This is a line we've
crossed that is going to cause scars for a generation. A generation
of Canadians is going to have to pay that back. How can you say
that there was scarring in 2008 and not significant scarring now?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Okay. There are a lot of points in
there.

First of all, it's probably worth reminding Conservatives of the
difference between monetary and fiscal policy. Quantitative easing
is the province of the Bank of Canada, and I certainly respect those
boundaries.

Second of all, in terms of the recovery between 2008 and today,
we now have exceeded 100% of jobs recovered. It took eight
months longer, eight months of pain and suffering for unemployed
Canadians, to hit that level after 2008. We are on track for a full re‐
covery of GDP in the first quarter of next year, if not sooner. That
is three months faster than after the 2008 recession, which was less
deep.

In terms of the stability of Canada's finances, let me just say,
Moody's and S&P have reaffirmed our AAA rating. We have the
lowest debt-to-GDP ratio in the G7.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. McLean.

We're moving to the Liberals and Ms. Chatel for five minutes.

[Translation]

Mrs. Sophie Chatel: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

If I may, I would like to respond to some of the points that have
been raised and ask questions about them.

Some of my colleagues say that it isn't a good thing that our fi‐
nancial markets are healthy and that this only benefits the wealthi‐
est people. I would like to remind them that many workers in
Canada need healthy financial markets to preserve their pensions.
Therefore, I'm a little surprised to hear that. In my opinion, it's very
important for Canadians and their pension funds that we have
healthy financial markets.
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Another comment also surprised me a lot. I don't know where
Mr. Poilievre lived, but the stimulus package was very important
for the economy. It has prevented many small‑ and medium‑sized
companies from going bankrupt. These are the most vulnerable
companies and they are also job creators, so I am very concerned
about that. These stimulus measures were very important during the
pandemic. It helped the most vulnerable, and it helped the middle
class to survive. So I'm glad it was this government that was in
power.

That said, I think it is very important to inform the witnesses to‐
day of a discussion we had yesterday with the representative of the
Financial Transactions and Reports Analysis Centre of Canada, or
FINTRAC. It was clearly understood that the standards that have
been put in place by Canada in recent years have really paid off.
They have ensured that entities such as banks and financial institu‐
tions report any suspicious transactions to FINTRAC immediately.
This information is immediately analyzed and sent to either the
Canada Revenue Agency or organized crime agencies for investiga‐
tion. Subsequently, there may be audits and consequences.

There was a lot of talk in our program about a Canadian financial
crimes agency. The efforts have paid off, Madam Deputy Prime
Minister. I encourage us to continue to do so, because we need to
make sure that our programs are applied to those who need them,
while at the same time fighting fraud. As we heard yesterday, we
are very well equipped to deal with that.

Madam Deputy Prime Minister, my question is this: Is there a
sense that the government has the necessary tools to ensure that
programs are offered to those who need them most?
● (1310)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: That's an excellent question and an ex‐
cellent observation.

I think so. In fact, I'm convinced that Canadians understand the
importance of this support. They know that it is necessary and sen‐
sible, not only for moral reasons but also for economic ones, to pre‐
serve economic capacity.

At the same time, Canadians understand that this is expensive
and that it is very important to make sure that the money is spent
for the purpose it was intended. That's why there are, precisely as
you said, measures in place to control that.

In closing, I want to say that I am also convinced that the vast
majority of Canadians are honest and don't like asking the govern‐
ment for help. They only do so when they need it.

Mrs. Sophie Chatel: Thank you, Madam Minister.
[English]

The Chair: Thank you.

Members, we have about 10 minutes left with the minister. This
will take us into a fifth round.

First up are the Conservatives.

Mr. Chambers, you have five minutes.
Mr. Adam Chambers: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Minister, you just quoted the debt-to-GDP ratio in the G7. If you
combine provincial debt with the federal debt, how do we rank with
our peers?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Ratings agencies look at a number of
different factors. They look at provincial debt, they look at federal
debt and they look at the net debt-to-GDP ratio. I would also point
out that the federal government.... Let me point out two more
things, please.

The federal government is not responsible for the fiscal decisions
made by provinces, but thanks to the significant direct transfers
made to provinces and thanks to the significant support we provid‐
ed to the Canadian economy, the fiscal picture of the provinces is
looking much better now than it did when the pandemic first hit.

● (1315)

Mr. Adam Chambers: Thank you.

We're not responsible for the spending decisions, but we are re‐
sponsible for significant challenges, so if a province were to go
bankrupt, I suspect the first place they would come to for support is
the federal government. I think we would all agree that would be
the case.

You also mentioned federal net debt, which includes the value of
the CPP. I think Canadians would be surprised to understand that
the government is taking credit for the value of the CPP and the
federal net debt-to-GDP ratio.

We heard yesterday testimony on job vacancies. We have a
record number of job vacancies. Has the department or have you
looked at some of the potentially distorting effects that some of
these supports have had in the job market? We did hear some con‐
cern on that yesterday from some of the witnesses.

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I would like to clarify two things.

The calculations of net debt-to-GDP do not include the CPP.
They take into account that our pensions obligations are fully fund‐
ed, but they do not take into account the CPP and they do include
the provinces.

In terms of the jobs market, we are very aware of the importance
of having a strong labour force and labour force participation.
That's why early learning and child care is so important, and that is
why Canada is investing so much in immigration. In fact, we're one
of the only countries that has a plan to make up for the immigration
that was lost during COVID.

Mr. Adam Chambers: Thank you very much.

I appreciate also the interventions of my colleague from the NDP
in asking questions about dividends and share buybacks. I would
submit to you, Minister, that you would have an open door to talk
about what other restrictions we could put on entities that are
maybe receiving support but are paying dividends and buying back
shares.

In terms of the projections or the anticipation, how many pub‐
licly traded companies do you expect would take advantage of the
supports in the $7 billion?
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Hon. Chrystia Freeland: I'm not going to put a precise figure
on that because the situation with omicron really means that we're
in a very uncertain environment. As you know, new border restric‐
tions have been put in place just now. We need to have a little bit of
time to see data from the impacts of omicron on travel and on bor‐
der restrictions.

Mr. Adam Chambers: Okay, but presumably there are some
projections to get to the $7 billion. I'd point out that the previous
aid packages provided at least $6 billion and likely more—$7 bil‐
lion—to publicly traded firms in terms of the aid subsidy, and this
package is about $7 billion.

Had we actually had some restrictions on the first aid package,
we could have paid for this aid package instead of asking Canadi‐
ans or the federal government to take on more debt to pay for this
package. Will you consider additional restrictions in addition to the
executive compensation restriction for receiving wage subsidies?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: To the point about the calculations we
have around the likely take-up of the C-2 benefit, because it is a
good one, I want to reiterate to members that in view of omicron,
which is a new factor that has emerged since we initially announced
these measures, we are making some additional calculations. We'll
have more to say on Tuesday when we present the fall economic
update, but we are making some calculations and provisions to take
into account the possible...although right now, you know, it's im‐
possible to fully specify the impact of omicron—

Mr. Adam Chambers: I'm sorry. Is that number of $7 billion not
the right number to be projecting?

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: —but it will have a direct impact on
tourism.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Chambers and Minister. That is the
time.

We're moving to the Liberals.

Mr. MacDonald, you have five minutes.
Mr. Heath MacDonald: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

It's interesting to sit here and see what we've gone through in the
past two and a half years. It was unprecedented, and we had to react
very quickly. The subtext from the opposition continues to pose
that they would choose austerity over supporting Canadians during
the pandemic, and that's unfortunate.

We're positioned very well. Coming from a small province of
160,000, Bill C-2 is so necessary. I can't stress enough how impor‐
tant it is. I think with 56% of the tourism labour force in rural
Canada, every riding across this country, including the ones repre‐
sented at this committee today, should be pushing pretty hard for
Bill C-2.

As I'm the last speaker, Mr. Chair, I'll let the Deputy Prime Min‐
ister have the last say.

● (1320)

Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Thank you, Mr. MacDonald. I've had
the very good fortune to spend some time in P.E.I., and I'm familiar
with the great tourism businesses you have there. I've heard directly
from them how this virus has hit them—through no fault of their
own.

P.E.I. also very admirably put in place some strong coronavirus
protection measures that inevitably had an impact on your tourism
industry. Bill C-2 is a very necessary measure to support tourism
businesses in P.E.I. and across the country in view of the fact that
they can't fully reopen. I must say that when we announced these
measures at the end of October, we didn't know omicron was com‐
ing, but we knew there was uncertainty and we knew it was still im‐
possible for those businesses to fully reopen. I'm very glad we're
able to provide this support.

The Chair: Mr. MacDonald, is that your time?
Mr. Heath MacDonald: I'm good. Thank you.
The Chair: Minister, we thank you very much on behalf of the

Standing Committee on Finance. We thank you for coming before
us and for answering many fulsome questions on Bill C-2, a very
important piece of legislation that we all want to see passed in the
House as quickly as possible.

On behalf of this committee, we thank you and also, of course—
Hon. Chrystia Freeland: Can I say one final thing that's just

very specific?
The Chair: Sure. I know you're pressed for time, Minister.
Hon. Chrystia Freeland: For sure, but I do think it's important

to be precise. I want to say to Mr. Chambers that, in the heat of the
moment and the flurry of different specific measures of debt that
we were discussing, I will be precise. The federal net debt, what we
report in the budget on behalf of Canada, our own net debt calcula‐
tion, does not include the CPP. However, when international com‐
parisons are made of Canada's net debt-to-GDP, as compared to
other countries, of course the CPP is quite rightly included.

That makes sense, because we're really lucky in Canada, due to
wise decisions by previous governments, that our pensions are fully
accounted for and paid for through the CPP. In other countries, pay‐
ments of pensions going forward is a much greater ongoing fiscal
problem.

Mr. Greg McLean: A point of clarification, Mr. Chair—
Mr. Adam Chambers: Mr. Chair, I appreciate the clarification

from the minister.
The Chair: Thank you, Minister, Mr. Leswick and your offi‐

cials.

We'll conclude our meeting for today. Thank you.
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