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Québec’s public finances: Yves Séguin takes stock of the challenges 

facing Québec society 
 
Québec City, December 16, 2003 − Québec Finance Minister Yves Séguin took stock of 
the dynamic of public finances and outlined the major challenges that will shape the 
elaboration of his next Budget when he tabled the Quarterly Presentation of Financial 
Transactions as at September 30, 2003. 
 
Public finances 
 
The Minister presented a worrisome picture of Québec’s public finances and emphasized 
that the situation is very fragile. “We must meet key challenges in order to maintain fiscal 
balance and restore public finances to a solid footing.” These challenges are inescapable if 
we are to deal with the ageing of the population, which will significantly affect not only public 
spending but also tax revenues. For example, Minister Séguin mentioned that there are now 
five Quebecers in the labour force for each retiree. By 2030, there will be only two labour 
market participants for each retiree. 
 
In his assessment, the Minister noted that, despite growth in employment, the collective 
wealth of Quebecers remains below that of other Canadians and that their standard of living 
has not caught up in the past 20 years to that of Ontarians. Québec has nonetheless spent 
more than the other provinces to maintain a broad range of services and to establish new 
programs such as day care and drug insurance. “The dynamic of growth in spending has 
not yet been corrected. Since 1998, expenditures have increased at an average annual rate 
of 4.6%,” Mr. Séguin added. 
 
In addition, Québec is the most heavily indebted province and it has the heaviest tax burden 
in Canada. Quebecers pay $4.8 billion more personal income tax than Ontarians, a marked 
discrepancy that is a major impediment to growth in employment and investment. It 
discourages initiative, dampens the incentive to work and encourages undeclared work and 
tax evasion. 
 
Minister Séguin also said that, for the past five years, it is, essentially, non-recurrent factors 
that have made it possible to maintain fiscal balance. To finance new initiatives, the 
previous government benefited from specific leeway, i.e. the remarkable performance of the 
US economy, non-recurrent federal transfers, the inclusion of the CSST’s advantageous 
results in the government’s accounting entity, and interest rate reductions. 
 
“Any durable improvement in public finances will inevitably depend on measures to rectify 
Québec’s structural problems,” Mr. Séguin said. “This is all the more important since the 
previous government advocated a series of costly economic and social measures without 
long-term funding. This is true of highly subsidized economic projects and the numerous tax 
benefits granted to businesses that will place a considerable strain on Québec’s public 
finances in the coming years. Expenditures totalling $1.4 billion lay ahead solely with 
respect to the Private Investment and Job Creation Promotion Fund,” the Finance Minister 
said. 
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Challenges for the preparation of the 2004-2005 Budget 
 
The results of the Quarterly Presentation of Financial Transactions brought the Minister 
around to the difficult context surrounding the elaboration of the next Budget. “Everyone 
agrees that to restore fiscal balance and allow the government to fulfil its promises 
concerning tax reductions, steps must be taken quickly. I promise that this will not be done 
on the backs of Québec taxpayers,” he said. 
 
Minister Séguin unveiled an action plan to turn the situation around and put Québec’s public 
finances on a solid footing.  
 
The plan calls for the government to: 
 
• pursue the process of putting in order expenditures in order to deliver quality public 

services at lower cost while giving priority to health and education; 
 
• take steps to put right the situation in government agencies that are likely to undermine 

the government’s fiscal position; 
 
• elaborate a vigorous plan to step up the fight against tax evasion, smuggling and 

money laundering; 
 
• modify our method of intervening in the economy by reviewing the role of government-

owned corporations of an economic nature and all tax benefits granted to businesses; 
 
• work with the other provinces in order to rectify fiscal imbalance and ensure stability in 

federal transfers. 
 
“Our objective is to give ourselves the means of enhancing in a durable way the standard of 
living of Quebecers and to pursue initiatives aimed at the least privileged members of 
society, families and the middle class,” Mr. Séguin concluded. 
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