I don't want to pay for the prime minister's house

I’m not a communist. Honest, I’m not. But I think it might be time for our leaders to pay their own way, not just for groceries and casual meals, but for shelter.

By Dan Laxer
The Suburban — LJI	

I’m not a communist. Honest, I’m not. But I think it might be time for our leaders to pay their own way, not just for groceries and casual meals, but for shelter.
Yes, prime ministers reimburse taxpayers for groceries and other expenses not related to official duties. But I don’t want to be reimbursed. I want not to have paid in the first place.
And I certainly don’t want to pay for their homes either.
I find the notion of official residences offensive. And now that Prime Minister Carney needs help to make 24 Sussex Drive livable again, maybe it’s time to rethink where and how our leaders live.
I don’t believe that our leaders, even those with the humblest of beginnings, have any inkling of how the average Canadian lives, let alone those for whom daily life is a struggle.
When Chrystia Freeland was finance minister, she held a news conference announcing some form of grocery relief. She called reporters to a rather upscale grocery store in Toronto. There was even video of her walking through the cash to pay for whatever groceries she managed to shop for during the news conference. That was her Let-Them-Eat-Cake moment. I didn’t buy it. And I would hope that no one else did, either. Because, let’s face it: how are we all doing with grocery expenses now? I mean, is Carney’s Canada Groceries and Essential Benefit really going to help in the long-term?
So, what does this all have to do with official residences?
24 Sussex has been the official residence for Canadian prime ministers since 1951, except for Kim Campbell, who agreed to stay at Rideau Hall, the Governor-General’s official residence, so that Brian Mulroney could have a place to stay while his Montreal mansion was being renovated. I don’t know why he and Mila couldn’t have stayed at a hotel… at their own expense.
Even the Leader of the Official Opposition has an official residence at Stornoway. To their credit, Lucien Bouchard and Gilles Duceppe both refused to live there. Late NDP leader Jack Layton accepted the keys and unlocked the door, but he and his wife Olivia Chow — now mayor of Toronto — only stayed there for one night. Preston Manning initially said he would not move into Stornoway because it was a waste of taxpayer money. He eventually changed his mind, though, and moved in.
Provincial premiers do not typically live in official residences. At least they didn’t until Jacques Parizeau’s government bought a lavish mansion in Quebec City. That became the premier’s official residence. Again, to his credit, Lucien Bouchard refused to live there.
When Bernard Landry was elected, he moved the premier’s official residence to Édifice Price, where François Legault stayed while the National Assembly was in session. (Pauline Marois, who recently lent her voice to the fight against homelessness, did not live in Édifice Price. But she and her husband did own a sprawling, 12,000-square-foot mansion on Île Bizard. It wasn’t a palace, but it did have a name: La Closerie. They eventually sold it for $6.5 million.)
These things are wastes of space and money.
I submit that the Canadian government should divest itself of all official residences, or turn them into museums (which can’t help but lose money over time). Or, conversely, the leaders who choose to live in these properties should be charged rent. That rent should be market value, and should come out of their own pockets. And if the cost is too high, then they are free to seek out and buy or rent a suitable home or condo at their own expense.
It may be argued that our leaders should have official residences for matters of national security, diplomacy, and the dignity of office. I’ll grant that security is important; not all of our leaders are handy with Inuit sculptures in the event of a break-in. But maybe it’s time to rethink what diplomacy and the dignity of office mean when the people who pay for the upkeep of these properties are struggling to put food on their own tables.



