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Injured pro players take a hit from Liberal s' healthhll

By CHRISTINA BL 1 ZZARD -- Queen' s Par k Bur eau

Health Minister George Smitherman was talking
national val ues last week. You know, the two thi ngs
Canadians hold dearest to their hearts: health care
and hockey.

And right nowthe two are on a collison course with
t he Liberal government 'sintroductionof abill that's
supposed t o end so -called "two-tier" health care.

First, of course, there is no two-tier system to speak of in this
province. Even the new private MRl and CAT scan clinics the
previous Tory gover nment allowed to go forward were instituted
under strict regulations that would not permit patients to buy
their way to the front of the line with acredit card instead of ¢
heal th card.

One nagging problem has always been t he issue of professional
athletes. If Mats Sundin gets whacked in a hockey game on
Sat urday night, can he get an MRl or a CAT scan t he next day?
Should he be allowed to j ump t he queue?

It's comp lex, because professional athletes were excluded from

. cover age when David Pet erson' s Liber al gover nment switched the

way we pay for health care from OHIP premiuns t o an emp loyer
health tax. That's why the Tories brokered that controversial
$10-million "tax break" for sports teams last year. The
governnment takes 2% of all those multi-million-dollar contracts

for players like Sundin or the Raptors' Vince Carter for health

care, and it doesn't give them a nickel'sworth of treatment in
return.

Most pro sports teams have private insurance and their own
doctors. And if a player needs an MRI, he usually gets it off-
hours. This could change, according to Smitherman. After all, if

' you and | can't pay to get an MRI off -hours without waiting, why
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should anyone el se?

"The depth of your pocketbook isn't the measurement of how
you qualify,” Snitherman said. "Medical need as a guiding
princi pl e needs to be the one that is restored,” he said.

That may sound warm and fuzzy, but if you start splitting hairs
and making prof essi onal athletes wait for diagnostic tests out of
some Karl Marx-style search for "equality," you're going to end
up withacity where no one wants to play pro sports. Frankly, all
the guys in my household would gladly give up their place in ar
MRI queue to any player who would guarantee them a Stanl ey
Qup.

So before we all go too far down this road to "equality,"” let us al
keep in mind one t hing: hockey is as much a family value in this
province as health care. If you' re goi ng to ask young men to have
t heir bodies slammed into t he boards for your entertainment, you
must alsoallowt hem accesstotimelytreatment. Especial |y wher
t he teams ar e willing, and able, to pay for it.

Here endeth the first | esson.

tario's human ri ghts commi ssi oner says t he province may be in
contravention of the Ontari o HUman Right s Code now t hat it has
r epealed t he Educat ion Tax Cr edit.

"Technically, certainly they are not," Keith Norton said when |
asked if the province is in compliance with the Code now t hat
only Cat holic schools get public f undi ng.

"Nor wer e they previously," he added.

"The previous government wasn't (in compliance) with the tax
credit, because they weren't of fering equal opportunities to all of
the various faith groups. They were probably in compliance with
the Constitution, but there are principles enshrinedinthe Himan
Ri ght s Code t hat go beyond t hat, " he said.

Before the Tories extended a tax credit to other religious
schools, aWN human rights committee sai d the province' s system
of funding only Cat holic schools was discriminatory.

"I think it's clear that the Roman Cat holic system has a specid
status under our Constitution, but that doesn't resolve the
concerns of the others,"” Norton said.

He believes nowis a good time for the province to overhaul the
way religious school s are funded and suggests a system wher eby
such schools that want public noney could all be supervi sed by
an umb rel | a boar d.

"I thirkit'sinportant that the academic side of the education be
subjected to the same standards as other public education
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programs, " Norton said. "There may be some who will choose not
to move under that umbrdla That should be t heir right and t hey
would remain privat e schools.

"But it seems to ne t hat kind of approach might well meet some
of the concerns expressed by the UN, because if some structure
like that could be in place, then no one could legtimately
complain they were being denied funding, because they would
have t hat opportunity."

[><] E-MAIL T0 A FRIEND

Chri stina can be reached by e -mail at
christina. bli zzard@t or . sunpub. com. Or visit her home page.
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