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CITY BUDGET

No new taxes, no early rinks, mayor warns
JEFF GRAY
OCTOBER 3, 2007

The budget-crunching decision to delay opening the city's 49 outdoor ice rinks - cancelling Christmas-break hockey, 
shinny and pleasure skating - will not be reversed, Mayor David Miller said yesterday, unless city council votes for his 
controversial tax plan.

"If we get the taxes through then maybe it will ease the pressure a little bit," he told reporters. "... If we don't get them 
through then, you know, it's not just rinks, it's the whole range of parks and rec service that will be at issue."

The mayor said the cuts to rinks, which city staff say will save $160,000, were made because parks and recreation is one 
of the handful of departments where the city has a free hand to make cuts.

In other departments, the city has less room to make cuts because in some cases, such as welfare and daycare, the 
province sets standards and covers a share of the costs.
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The cuts to rinks were part of $34-million in budget reductions made at the mayor's request after city council voted to 
defer consideration of Mr. Miller's two proposed taxes, an up-to-2-per-cent levy on land sales and a $60 fee on vehicle 
registrations.

However, after a public outcry, Mr. Miller agreed to reverse one of the budget cuts, which would have cancelled all city 
programming on Mondays in community centres.

Similar public pressure has been mounting on the rinks issue, said Councillor Bill Saundercook (Parkdale-High Park), 
who has been in regular contact with the Swansea Hockey Association in his ward, a league that relies on Rennie Park 
rink and has warned that it may have to cancel its coming season.

Mr. Saundercook, who supported the deferral of the mayor's taxes, says he believes the hockey season will be saved, 
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either through a reopening of the rinks or through private donations he has lined up to cover the cost of replacement ice 
time for the Swansea league.

"I've been sending out positive signals, saying, 'Do your registration, we're going to get over this one way or the other,' " 
he said yesterday in an interview.

Signs of a potential climbdown on rinks were suggested in moves this week, after the mayor's executive committee 
passed a motion asking city bureaucrats to at least take a second look at the decision to close rinks in December.

Last week, city staff also made a small move in shifting the rinks' opening day back to Dec. 31, instead of Jan. 1, to 
accommodate groups that had paid for permits to hold skating events on New Year's Eve.

City spokesman Brad Ross said the $160,000 savings from rink closings comes from a reduction in hours for seasonal 
and part-time parks maintenance workers, who operate Zambonis and maintain the rinks' refrigeration equipment. About 
10 per cent of the total savings is from energy costs and other non-staff savings.

As with the controversy over community centres, under the current plan for rinks, full-time rinks staff will still report to 
work, as layoff notice provisions and other requirements in their union contract make it impossible for the city to save 
money in its 2007 budget by letting any of them go. They will be assigned to other duties, Mr. Ross said.

It costs about $2.5-million annually to run the city's 49 outdoor rinks, he said.
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