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November 28, 2011 
 
 
 
 
Raymond Bachand 
Minister of Finance 
12 St-Louis Street, 1st Floor 
Québec City, Quebec  G1R 5L3 
 
Re: Pre-budget recommendations 2012-2013 
 
 
Dear Mr. Minister:  
 
On behalf of the Board of Trade of Metropolitan Montreal, I would like to submit the conclusions of our 
analysis of the current situation and our recommendations for the Quebec government’s next budget. 
 
We are making our recommendations in a difficult global context, characterized by heightened uncertainty 
about the world economy and its potential impact on Quebec and the metropolitan region. This 
uncertainty makes it difficult to recalibrate Quebec’s fiscal policy and to make the spending cuts required 
to return to a balanced budget and ultimately reduce the public debt/GDP ratio.      
 
Most experts agree that the odds of a double-dip recession in OECD nations are slim. However, global 
GDP growth has slowed in recent months. A number of European countries are struggling to avoid 
another recession yet know that they must cut their deficits. U.S. leading indicators are mixed and 
unstable as the country prepares to adopt a spending-cut plan. Faced with inflationary pressures, China 
and India are adopting measures that could stifle demand. The combination of these many restrictive 
policies means tough times ahead for small, export-driven economies.     
 
Fortunately, the recession in Quebec and Greater Montréal was not as severe as in other North American 
and European regions. The recovery of the labour market – still a major challenge in many countries and 
cities – remains fairly strong in Quebec. And our indicators show that business leaders in the metropolitan 
region are confident about the financial health of their companies.  
 
Although the Quebec and metropolitan economies are relatively strong, we are nevertheless concerned 
about the situation on the Island of Montréal where, according to the latest statistics, over 30,000 jobs 
were lost in five months. We are asking the government to pay special attention to the deterioration of 
the labour market on the Island of Montréal and to use their programs and resources to explore all 
available avenues to stimulate the Montréal economy. 
 
THE BOARD OF TRADE’S RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
Our recommendations are consistent with those submitted last year.  
 
Orientation #1: Stay the course to return to a balanced budget by 2013-2014 by controlling 
spending rather than increasing taxes 
  
As announced in the 2010-2011 budget, staying the course to return to a balanced budget by 2013-2014 
is of utmost importance. The situation in other developed nations shows what can happen when deficits 
are not controlled. Respecting a plan to return to a balanced budget will not only bolster  
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the confidence of investors and banks, thus avoiding the kind of market turbulence currently experienced 
in Europe, but also allow the government to maintain its credit rating. Of course, because of the 
deterioration in the global economy, many countries have to carefully choose and time the measures to 
eliminate their deficits. In this regard, the government’s initiatives must not compromise economic growth 
or the credibility of its budget policies. 
 
Given the relative resilience of our economy and labour market, the Board of Trade considers it very 
important that the government achieve the zero deficit target by 2014, as planned, without increasing 
taxes. Raising corporate taxes would hamper competitiveness at a time when companies have to invest to 
boost productivity and offset the effects of a dollar at par with its U.S. counterpart. The government has 
already announced measures that increase the taxpayer burden: higher sales and gasoline taxes, indexing 
of all fees (except daycare), and the health contribution. At a time of slower global economic growth, 
raising taxes over and above what has already been announced would eat into household disposable 
income, sap domestic demand and potentially destabilize businesses.  
 
We are therefore asking the government to further control spending, revisit the allocation of certain 
budgets and raise its productivity. Controlling costs is essential to maintaining a balanced budget in the 
long term, especially in light of the aging population and its potential impact on the government’s budget. 
To this end, it must systematically and continuously strive to enhance efficiency by identifying programs 
or functions that are no longer useful. The public debate on whether to keep school boards and health 
agencies should be interpreted as criticism that the government spends too much on regional planning 
and management at the expense of services for the population. 
  
If increasing its revenues is the only way for the government to balance the budget by 2013-2014, the 
least damaging measure in our opinion is to raise the prices of certain public goods and services to market 
rates. Charging more for public services would provide more revenue, result in better use of services, and 
in the case of electricity, free up volumes for export.  
Lastly, the hike in tuition fees – and accompanying increase in loans and bursaries – announced in last 
year’s budget is a step in the right direction in that it will provide more funding for our universities, 
making them more competitive. We support the government’s decision and would ask that it not change 
its mind in this regard: this debate is over.  
 
Orientation #2: Take meaningful actions for our economy 
 
The Board of Trade commends the government for implementing the Northern Plan. The fact is that 
natural resources are the lifeblood of the Quebec and Canadian economies. Most of the head offices of 
companies that exploit these resources or that are involved in related activities are located in large cities 
and alone generate substantial spinoffs. We would ask the government to make sure Quebec’s major city 
fully benefits from the Northern Plan’s economic spinoffs. 
 
With regards to infrastructures, we are not suggesting that the government undertake large new projects 
but rather carry out the ones to which it has already committed, namely, transportation, the Quartier des 
spectacles and the superhospital projects. These major projects will have two structuring effects on our 
economy, most importantly, boosting our productivity, and modernizing and renewing our infrastructures.  
 
1. Transportation infrastructure 

 
The Board of Trade is asking the government to focus its investments on the major projects already 
announced or underway: 

 Continue the reconstruction of the Turcot Interchange according to the planned schedule, 
exercising tight cost control; 
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 Improve access to the Port of Montréal and ensure the smooth flow of cargo. We would especially 
like to see the redevelopment of two strategic access roads: Autoroute 25 and Assomption 
Boulevard;  

 Resume and complete the Train de l’Est project; 

 Proceed with the announced investments in public transit, notably, extend the metro lines; 

 Honour the pledge to allocate $200 million for the construction of a rail shuttle between the 
airport and downtown Montréal and impress upon the federal government that this is a priority 
project for the Government of Quebec.  

 
On a related note, requests for new ways of funding transportation are multiplying and going in all 
directions: bridge tolls, metropolitan tolls, raising the gas tax by 1, 3 or 5 cents, vehicle registration fees 
across the metropolitan region, parking taxes, to name just a few. This only creates confusion for citizens 
and businesses alike and adversely affects investment decisions. We would therefore insist that the 
Government of Quebec complete its analysis of transportation funding and, following a consultation, 
announce a detailed strategic plan in this regard, which should take into account the intentions of all the 
levels of government.  
 
2. Quartier des spectacles project 
We would like to impress upon all the partners involved the importance of completing this project on time. 
This highly structuring project will redefine the city’s brand image and drive the recovery of downtown 
Montréal.  
 
3. The superhospitals 
 
The Board of Trade would like to congratulate the government for kicking off the CHUM, MUHC, CHU 
Sainte-Justine and Jewish General Hospital projects, which will energize the health sector, particularly in 
the area of life science and medical equipment research and strengthen strong economic hubs. These 
projects must not only be completed successfully, within the established budgets and timelines, they must 
also help create wealth. We therefore ask the government to develop a strategy to maximize the 
structuring impact of the superhospital investments and their spinoffs for our economy. 
 
Orientation #3: Immediately implement the strategies and measures announced to increase 
our competitiveness 

Québec and Greater Montréal are facing serious challenges to their long-term prosperity. As a result of a 
population that is aging faster in Quebec than elsewhere in Canada, modest structural productivity and a 
poor growth outlook for the next few years, productivity and human capital issues must become strategic 
priorities to ensure uninterrupted growth. The weakness of the U.S. economy, combined with a loonie that 
is expected to remain strong, makes raising productivity all the more urgent if we are to hold on to our 
market share.  

The Board of Trade is asking the government to implement strategies to improve our human capital and 
business productivity. 
 

I. Effectively support research and development (R&D), innovation and entrepreneurship 
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In a context of globalization, international competition and knowledge-driven economies, business 
survival hinges on continued investments in R&D and innovation as well as the ability to find qualified 
workers. 

 
Although they rank favourably among OECD nations for public R&D funding, Canada and Quebec 
are behind in trademark filing. We recommend that the government look for ways to provide 
direct funding since this is more likely to stimulate innovation. Targeting specific upstream 
research projects would give companies an incentive to conduct the applied research themselves. 
The government’s spending would therefore generate more spinoffs.  

 
The Board of Trade is asking the government to promptly implement the Stratégie québécoise de 
l’entrepreneuriat [Québec Entrepreneurship Strategy]. In response to the decline in the number of 
start-ups in the last 20 years, the government has crafted a strategy that includes concrete measures 
to promote the profession of entrepreneur, encourage business creation and growth, and facilitate 
access to financing. We also recommend that the government consider streamlining the number of 
economic development agencies. Fragmenting resources complicates matters for entrepreneurs and 
hinders their efforts. We would like to see the government focus on, and back, the most promising 
initiatives. 
 
II. Continue supporting Quebec businesses with their export projects 
 
In light of the uncertain growth outlook for our traditional trade partners, together with a Canadian 
dollar that looks like it will remain strong, we must continue to encourage our businesses to venture 
into less traditional but more promising markets and give them the means to do so.  
 
The Export Québec strategy does precisely that with concrete measures to help companies develop 
and diversify their export markets. We especially commend the government’s decision to increase the 
financial assistance available to businesses, to consult the business community directly in order to 
determine the best export promotion strategies, and to give them access to a network of incubators 
around the world so they can have a base in their target markets. Through its team of international 
trade experts, the Board of Trade has been working for more than 25 years to enlighten and give 
businesses the tools to expand abroad. By launching Export Québec and working closely with export 
development agencies, the government is showing that improving our competitiveness abroad is a 
priority. 
 
We are asking the government to maintain the budgets required to immediately implement this 
strategy. 
 
 
III. Continue efforts to support the immigration, integration and retention of qualified 

workers 
 
The immigration of qualified workers – insofar as it increases the labour pool – appears to be one of 
the quickest ways to mitigate the effects of an aging population and contribute to wealth creation.  
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As such, the Board of Trade commends the government’s 2012-2015 immigration plan, which seeks 
to improve the selection and professional integration of immigrants in Quebec. That said, we reiterate 
the need to boost the immigration of qualified workers over the long term. Considering that the 
province is projecting nearly 740,000 job openings in 2014 along with a relative decrease in the pool 
of potential workers, it is clear that we must increase the immigration of qualified workers and ensure 
their effective integration into the labour market. However, a drop in immigration could give the 
impression of intolerance. The government should also strive to promote Quebec as a destination of 
choice for qualified workers. We think it would be particularly good timing to target European 
countries in financial difficulties and to allocate the required budget in this regard. 
 
We also believe that given the dearth of entrepreneurial activity in Quebec, the government should 
try to attract and retain more immigrant entrepreneurs. We therefore recommend that the  
 
 
government revise and optimize the immigrant entrepreneur program to maximize the benefits 
derived and better promote the services available to this group.   
 
IV.  Encourage better alignment between education and growing business needs 
 
If they are to effectively compete on the world stage and raise their productivity, businesses must 
have the right human capital. To this end, the government must create incentives to multiply 
university-industry collaborations, be it in research or initial education and professional development. 
In some booming sectors such as video games, the government should consider granting, with 
conditions, tax credits for in-house training. This is often the only way for companies to hold on to 
qualified workers, who are not easy to come by.  

 
 

In conclusion, the Board of Trade feels that the government should take advantage of the fact that Quebec is 
faring better than other developed nations and stay the course to return to a balanced budget on time and take 
the necessary measures to make our economy more competitive. In light of the formidable productivity and 
labour challenges facing Quebec and Greater Montréal, strategic projects and measures to raise output should 
remain at the forefront of the government’s priorities. 
 
Please rest assured of the Board of Trade’s cooperation in all matters concerning the economic development of 
Quebec and Greater Montréal. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
 
Michel Leblanc 
President and CEO 

 
 


