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VICTORIA

P remier Gordon Campbell
isn’t boasting about it.
Youwon’t see it on any list

of the highlights of his third
term of office. Still, there it was
in the recent budget documents.

The B.C. Liberals have em-
barked on a massive exercise in
spending and borrowing that
will boost the provincial debt to
— take a deep breath — $60 bil-
lion in the 2013 election-year
budget.

Contrast that record escala-
tion with what Campbell had to
say about government debt-
loading when he ran for office.

“The NDP doubled the debt,”
he complained in the New Era
document, his 2001 election
platform. “It’s all borrowed
money that will have to be re-
paid by tomorrow’s taxpayers —
by our children and grandchil-
dren.”

The New Democratic Party
government did indeed double
the debt, from $17 billion to $34
billion. But the latest budget up-
date shows the Campbell gov-
ernment is approaching a simi-
lar pace.

If the government hits that
not-so-proud target of $60 bil-
lion, then the debt will have in-
creased by 75 per cent under the
Liberals, scarcely grounds for
staking a claim of fiscal-moral
superiority.

Another point of comparison
is the debt expressed as a share
of the provincial economy, or
gross domestic product. There,
too, the gapbetween the records
of the respective governments is
being erased.

The total debt is slated to hit
26.5 per cent of GDP in 2013, a
mere one-tenth of a point lower
than the level that the Liberals
inherited from the NDP.

As for the so-called taxpayer-
supported debt — total debt mi-
nus accumulated borrowing by

BC Hydro and other self-sup-
porting Crown corporations —
it, too, is on the rise.

The updated budget has the
taxpayer-supported debt top-
ping out at 18 per cent of gross
domestic product, not a lot less
than the 19.6-per-cent level at
the end of NDP era.

By one other important mea-
sure of indebtedness, the B.C.
Liberals are dramatically out-
stripping their predecessors,
and not in any positive sense.

Their New Era document
complained that the NDP’s debt
load “works out to about$8,428
for everywoman,manand child
in B.C.”

Well, based on the projections
in the Liberals’ own budget doc-
uments, by the end of this term,
every woman, man and child in
B.C. will be carrying an in-
creased debt load of about
$12,750.

“All borrowed money that will
have to be repaid by tomorrow’s
taxpayers — our children and
grandchildren,” to quote the
Liberal election platform.

Or, think of it in terms of an-
other familiar image from the
anti-debt crusade, the debt
clock.

If the Liberals remain on track
in their current plan — boosting
the debt by $22 billion over five
annual budgets (2009-2013) —
the clock would show the tide of
red ink rising at the rate of $12
million a day, half a million dol-
lars an hour, $8,400 a minute
and $140 a second.

All this debt-loading is not
without its consequences for the
annual cost of running govern-
ment. Figure another $1 billion
to $1.3 billion in annual interest
payments (basedon the rangeof
long-term rates set out in the
budget documents), or enough
to fund a good-sized program
like Pharmacare.

Some questions that may
spring to mind if you’ve been
following the Liberal fiscal saga:

First, what happened with all
those budget surpluses they re-
ported in themiddle years of the
decade? Why didn’t those wind-
falls do more to reduce the
provincial debt load below what

itwaswhen theLiberals tookof-
fice?

The Liberals did run surpluses
totalling $12 billion over four
years. But they used some of the
money to pay off the deficits
from their first three years in of-
fice, then diverted the rest to re-
duce borrowing needs for a
spate of capital projects. In ef-
fect, they spent the lot.

Second, given all the talk of
“cuts,” where is the government
spending all this borrowed
money?

The budget documents indi-
cate that about one quarter of
the new debt will go to cover the
projected operating deficits for
this year, next year and the year
after. For those years, the gov-
ernment will be spending more
on health care, education, and
other programs than it collects
in taxes and other revenues.

But the bulk of all that new
debt is ticketed for the samedes-
tination asmuchof those earlier
surpluses, helping tounderwrite
spending on construct ion
and/or renovation of schools,
hospitals, roads, bridges, tran-
sit, and other capital projects.

BCHydroalone is spending$2
billion a year building and up-
grading its power generation
and transmission facilities, not
that you’d know it from all the
grumbling about private power
projects.

Transportation accounts for
another $1.5 billion. Schools,
colleges and universities get $1
billion. Ditto health care facili-
ties. Other capital projects take
the annual total to about $7 bil-
lion, hence the need to borrow
and keep borrowing.

All those are legacy projects,
the kind of things that occasion
sod-turnings, ribbon-cuttings
and topping-off ceremonies for
politicians on the make. But as
things stand today, it would also
appear that one of the biggest
legacies Gordon Campbell’s
time in office will be debt, debt
and more debt.
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Eight years later, Liberals find
fiscal shoe is on the other foot
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Like any new parent, Richelle
Gonzales was apprehensive
about the birth of her first child.

But after arriving atRichmond
Hospital’s new state-of-the-art
birth centre, she soon lost her
fear.

“I felt safe with the nurses and
doctors. Totally,” said Gonzales,
whogavebirth to ababygirl,Ry-
lynn Bergson-Gonzales, on
Thursday evening following
what she described as “a very
pleasant experience.”

In an interview Friday from
her bed in one of the hospital’s
15 brand new, private maternity
care rooms, the 29-year-old
couldn’t help but rave about her
posh surroundings.

“It’s like a hotel for mamas-to-
be. Towels, blankets, everything
is there. I even have a mini-
fridge,” she said.

The $6.5-million project was
formally opened Friday follow-
ing 18 months of construction.

“It’s beena longgestationperi-
od,” LynJones, clinical resource
nurse for the unit, joked of the

project.
Alongwithprivate care rooms,

thebirth centre offers anewma-
ternity-specific operating room
and recovery area. A six-bed
neonatal intensive care unit
opened in the centre last fall,
funded in part from a large
$730,000 donation from the
RichmondHospital Foundation
and its main contributor, Vari-
ety — The Children’s Charity.

The unit allows most sick and
premature babies to remain
close to their families, whereas
before they were transferred to
Vancouver or New Westmin-
ster.

Jones said the centre allows
new moms to labour, give birth
and recover all in one room. Fa-
thers, friends and family are al-
so able to be part of the experi-
ence.

“This is a wonderful model,”
she said.

Throughout the construction
period, which began in January
2008, the hospital maternity
ward continued tooperate at full
capacity, with an estimated
1,400 babies delivered during
the project.

In fact, more babies were born

at Richmond Hospital during
construction than the year be-
fore.

“We’ve gone up by approxi-
mately 25 per cent during con-
struction,” said Jones.

Keri-Anne Coll of Steveston
deliveredher sononJuly 3 amid
construction chaos.

Coll andhusbandScott Living-
stone had planned on a intimate
home birth to welcome their
first child, but the baby had oth-
er ideas.

Denny James Livingstone ar-
rived via caesarean section at
10:57 p.m. on July 3 at Rich-
mond Hospital, where Coll had
to be taken following complica-
tions during labour.

A hospital birth “was the last
thing we wanted to do,” said
Coll.

Yet, she added, “from the mo-
ment we walked in the doors it
was a wonderful environment.
It turned out to be one of the
best experiences we could have
had.”

The centre, she said, “felt like
home — or at least as close to
home as I could be.”
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Facility opening follows ‘long gestation,’ jokes unit nurse

Richmond Hospital birth centre
like ‘a hotel’ for moms-to-be
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Keri-Anne Coll holds son Denny Livingstone at the posh new Richmond Hospital birth centre Friday.
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