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8:00 p.m.

Committee of Supply
[Mr. Marz in the chair]

The Chair: I’ll call the committee to order.

head: Main Estimates 2006-07

Municipal Affairs
The Chair: I’d call on the hon. Minister of Municipal Affairs.

Mr. Renner: Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. It’s my
pleasure this evening to move the estimates for the Department of
Municipal Affairs for the fiscal year 2006-07, and I’m also looking
forward to presenting and discussing the three-year business plan for
2006-2009.

Just before I get started, Mr. Chairman, if I could, [ would like to
introduce some of the staff that have joined us in the members’
gallery this evening: Deputy Minister Dan Bader; assistant deputy
minister, local government services, Brian Quickfall; acting assistant
deputy minister, public safety division, Ivan Moore; executive
director, financial and information technology services, Peter Crerar;
communications director, Jay O’Neill; and many have met my
executive assistant, Richard Westlund.

The Chair: Hon. minister, I was requested to have some introduc-
tions before you start. Would that be okay?

Mr. Renner: Sure.
The Chair: Is it agreed to have Introduction of Guests?
[Unanimous consent granted]

head:
The Chair: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Castle Downs.

Introduction of Guests

Mr. Lukaszuk: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. It’s indeed a pleasure
to introduce to you and through you to members of this Assembly a
fine group of young people, the 114th Lorelei Cubs. They are today
assisted by leaders Mr. Joe Hart, Mr. Scott Wilson, and Mr. Mike
Sokoluik. I would ask them to rise and receive the warm traditional
welcome of our Assembly.

head: Main Estimates 2006-07

Municipal Affairs (continued)

The Chair: The hon. minister.

Mr. Renner: Thanks again, Mr. Chairman. I want to also welcome
the Cubs here. [ was in Cubs a long time ago. In fact, it was so long
ago that I was in Cubs that we still had green uniforms and short
pants. So that was quite some time ago.

Mr. Chairman, before I move on to the rest of the report, I was in
the process of introducing my staff, and I know that they’ve heard
me say it before, but I want to reiterate how proud I am of not only
the executive staff that are with us this evening but all of the
employees in Municipal Affairs. No matter where I travel all over
the province, whether it be to municipalities, to various associations,

I get nothing but compliments about the professionalism of every-
body that’s working in Municipal Affairs. I think it is worth noting
that this is an organization that really is truly committed to their
stakeholders, to our municipalities and to Albertans, and I want to
publicly acknowledge that before I go on any further.

Mr. Chairman, I’ll start my presentation by providing an overview
of the "06-09 business plan. This will illustrate the basis for our
spending estimates. Our *06-09 plan hasn’t changed much from our
’05-08 plan. In most cases it’s been fine-tuned to reflect opportuni-
ties and challenges that have been identified. We’ve identified four
opportunities and challenges that have affected our business plan.

The first is our relationship with our municipal partners. The
ministry has an opportunity to play a significant role in making
services provided to Albertans more effective and efficient. The key
role to this is enhancing the relationship between government,
municipalities, and municipal organizations. The Ministry will be
working with its municipal partners to identify ways to enhance
these relationships through various mechanisms, such as the Minis-
ter’s Council on Municipal Sustainability.

One of the challenges we’ve identified has to do with growth.
With growth intensifying in many areas of the province, municipali-
ties are in some cases struggling to address this growth. We’ve
heard from our stakeholders that they want us to work with them to
address broad planning and coordination issues. This will help us to
both maximize opportunities and minimize disputes.

Tied into this is the challenge of municipal financial sustainability.
The rural development strategy hit the nail on the head when it
pointed out that while some municipalities are growing, others are
facing economic and demographic decline. Municipal Affairs needs
to work with other ministries to determine what the province might
do to work with these primarily small urban and rural municipalities
to assist them in exploring ways to deliver services within the
constraints of their resources.

The final challenge that we’ve identified deals with public safety.
The safety of Albertans is a priority for Municipal Affairs, and we’re
working extensively with our many partners to enhance the prov-
ince’s ability to mitigate, prepare for, respond to, and recover from
disasters and emergencies. Part of this process involves completing
a risk management which will include all hazards from weather to
terrorism to environmental incidents. We will also continue to work
specifically on hazards to critical infrastructure as well as high-
priority issues such as pandemic influenza and business continuity
planning.

Continuing in the public safety vein, the province’s safety codes
and standards need to continue to be reviewed and revised. This is
in response to industry innovation and to ensure that buildings and
equipment are constructed and operated safely. An opportunity for
us in this area involves working with Alberta’s fire service to
develop a framework to assist in better co-ordinating the fire service
operations across the province. This will provide communities with
the option of choosing service standards that most appropriately
meet their local needs. With the ongoing support of partners the
ministry is committed to addressing new opportunities and chal-
lenges, accommodating new technologies, and developing effective
solutions to meet the changing needs and priorities of Albertans.

In terms of our strategic priorities our first priority focuses on
provincial/municipal relationships. The key here is to work with our
municipal partners to reassess and better define the roles and
responsibilities of municipal governments and their relationship with
the provincial government. Increased clarity regarding roles and
responsibilities will enable each order of government to more
efficiently and effectively deliver the services for which it’s
responsible.
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We’ll also help determine the most appropriate funding vehicles
attached to these roles and responsibilities. The role in this case is
an understanding that clearly delineates which order of government
is best suited for delivering which services.

Our second priority is emergency management. Local and world
events have emphasized the need to enhance existing provincial
government emergency management. We also need to further
develop provincial and local capabilities to deal with major emer-
gencies and disasters. While we have a solid emergency manage-
ment framework in place here in Alberta, my Environmental
Protection Commission’s report into last year’s train derailment at
Wabamun pointed out the need to focus on this for enhancement.
The report made several recommendations where we could improve
our collective preparedness and responsiveness to emergency
situations. Addressing these recommendations is a priority for
Municipal Affairs. We will continue to work with our partners to
ensure that our citizens and infrastructure are safe from all hazards
and that response and prevention activities are planned, practised,
and co-ordinated.

Our third strategic priority has been modified a bit from last year’s
business plan. It’s been changed from land-use policies to using and
respecting the land, but the goal is still the same: an updated set of
land-use policies that are co-ordinated with and supported by
affected provincial ministries and municipal stakeholders. We’ll
achieve this by working with other ministries in the context of land-
use framework to ensure that the land-use policies remain appropri-
ate. This will ensure that policies meet the challenges and needs of
municipalities and Albertans in a way that balances the interests of
all parties.

Our fourth strategic priority is to focus on intermunicipal partner-
ships. We will continue to encourage and facilitate partnerships
involving joint planning, innovation, and common opportunities for
things like shared resourcing and the delivery of services and
programs. This approach provides opportunities to deliver services
more effectively, which will help municipalities make the most of
limited resources. Our goal is an increase in the number of munici-
palities working co-operatively to improve service delivery,
including partnerships established through the regional partnerships
initiative.

Our fifth strategic priority deals with safety system enhancements.
I mentioned the growth that’s occurring across the province. Part of
dealing with this growth is to review the province’s safety legislation
to ensure that it’s current and responsive to changing needs. This
review is already under way and includes a move to introduce
harmonized objective-based codes in the building, fire, and plumb-
ing disciplines through national and international code standards.

I also mentioned our work to establish a unifying framework for
Alberta’s fire services. We feel that this will provide a strong
foundation for innovation in the fire service as well as the ability for
fire departments to deliver fire services that meet individual
community needs. This ties in with our goal of continuing to meet
national and international safety code standards.

Our final strategic priority is newly identified and deals with
municipal growth pressures. I think you’ll find that this issue runs
through much of our work in the coming years. Municipal Affairs
will continue to evaluate the impact of high growth on municipali-
ties, including infrastructure, land-use service, and revenue needs.
This will help us to assist in building the capacity of these munici-
palities as well as improve the co-ordination of the government’s
response to growth-related challenges. We want to ensure that high-
growth municipalities in the province are better able to anticipate
and meet growth-related challenges. This should result in a
reduction in the number of disputes caused by development

pressures and help ensure that Alberta’s continued economic growth
is not impeded by a lack of infrastructure and services.

8:10

In terms of our core businesses they have remained the same;
namely, an effective, responsive, co-operative, and well-managed
local government sector; financially sustainable and accountable
municipalities; a well-managed and efficient assessment and
property tax system in which stakeholders have confidence; a
comprehensive safety system that provides an appropriate level of
public safety; an emergency management program that enables
effective mitigation of, preparation for, response to, and recovery
from major emergencies and disasters; and in relation to the
Municipal Government Board an independent system that adminis-
ters appeals and issues timely and impartial decisions of high
quality. As you’ve heard, we’ve set ourselves an ambitious course,
and I have no doubt that we’re up to the challenge.

So now that we’ve heard a little bit about our future, 1’d like to
identify some of the spending estimates attached to our plan. For
’06-07 expenses and equipment/inventory purchases we’re seeking
approval on a total of 140 and a half million dollars. This is an
increase of $13.4 million, or about 10.5 per cent from our ’05-06
budget of $127 million. Our revenues for ’06-07 are expected to be
approximately $28.1 million.

Municipal Affairs is made up of two main divisions: local
government services and the public safety division. I’ll start with
the local government services. This division is responsible for
$111.2 million of our total *06-07 expense. You’ll note that this is
the lion’s share of our budget, but with 356 municipalities and more
than 1,900 elected officials to support, it’s a big job that requires
commensurate funding.

Mr. Chairman, $86.6 million of the division’s amount is for grants
to municipalities and other local government entities. The final
$24.6 million is needed for nongrant initiatives, which I’ll describe
foryou. Funding for the local government services division supports
key initiatives such as supporting the Minister’s Council on Munici-
pal Sustainability to explore issues around municipal sustainability
and to enhance provincial/municipal relationships; supporting
strategic projects related to the evolution of provincial/municipal
relationships and provincial/municipal planning co-ordination to
support economic and population growth; supporting the municipal
excellence program and other initiatives to improve the knowledge
of municipal administrators and elected officials; providing im-
proved linear property assessment by using the Alberta linear
property assessment system; conducting detailed assessment audits
of municipalities to help ensure that municipalities are being
assessed fairly and consistently; supporting municipalities through
facilitating and encouraging intermunicipal co-operation and self-
directed dispute resolution; and, finally, administering the municipal
internship program, which works with Alberta’s municipalities to
train future municipal administrators.

The expense total for local government services is rising to $111.2
million from $99 million, an increase of $12.2 million, or 12.3 per
cent. This is primarily due to the addition of interest costs on a loan
to Wood Buffalo that was made earlier this year to help with some
of the infrastructure needs as well as increases to the grants in place
of taxes program, which I’ll talk about shortly. In terms of program
amounts, specific to $86.6 million.

Local government services administers the department’s five
major grant programs for municipalities. The unconditional
municipal grants program provides grants to municipalities for their
general use and to help offset some of the costs of restructuring
municipalities. This program also provides funding for the regional
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partnerships initiative.
million.

The second program is the grants in place of taxes program, which
I referred to earlier. This program provides grants in place of
municipal taxes on certain property owned by the government.
There are currently more than 6,600 properties that fall under this
program, including things like the northern and southern Jubilee
auditoriums and the new Calgary courthouse. The estimate for this
program for *06-07 is $36.7 million.

Financial support to local authorities funds a number of initiatives
in support of municipal associations, mediation, internships, and the
ME First energy savings program. The estimate for this program is
$16.4 million.

We also deliver the very popular municipal sponsorship program,
which supports municipal innovation and co-operation as well as
projects that improve municipal government practices. The estimate
for this program for *06-07 is $13.7 million.

Finally, we have the municipal debenture interest rate program,
which subsidizes the interest rate paid by municipalities on certain
high-interest debenture borrowings from the Alberta Capital Finance
Authority. The estimate on this program, which is being phased out
as these high-interest rate debentures mature, for this year is $2.2
million.

I’'m reading this somewhat like an auctioneer because I'm afraid
that whoever wrote my notes got a little bit optimistic about how
much I could actually say in 20 minutes, so you’ll have to excuse
me. Ifit’s going a little fast, we’ll get into it a little later, I’m sure.

Next we have public safety, which accounts for $14.7 million of
the ministry’s estimates. Funding in this division supports key
initiatives such as implementing the action plan approved at the
January 2005 federal/provincial/territorial meeting of ministers
responsible for emergency management. It includes things like
establishing a national emergency response system and establishing
a critical infrastructure protection strategy for Canada; developing
an annual process for conducting a provincial all-hazards risk
analysis, which will provide relevant information to provincial
emergency management stakeholders with the goal of forming
mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery strategies;
supporting the Fire Services Advisory Committee and its project
partners in their work on the Alberta risk protocol, the ARP project,
which will help municipalities identify risk levels and appropriate
levels of response within their communities; partnering with fire
departments to deliver the fire services training initiative, which
gives firefighters from across Alberta access to high-quality,
certified training at regional centres located throughout the province;
providing emergency management training to municipal officials
and ground search and rescue training to emergency response
personnel to enhance their ability to prepare for and respond to
emergency situations; and continuing to monitor the Safety Codes
Council administration of the underground petroleum storage tank
site remediation program, which was created to help municipalities
and small retail operators clean up their contaminated sites.

Also part of our estimates is the Municipal Government Board.
The board is responsible for deciding property, linear, and equalized
assessment appeals. They also deal with a limited number of
subdivision appeals, annexations, intermunicipal disputes, and other
matters referred by myself or by cabinet. The estimate for the
Municipal Government Board for ’06-07 is $3.1 million, which
reflects their commitment to hearing and issuing decisions within the
legislated time frames despite increasing volumes and greater
complexity in appeals.

Finally, we have ministry support services, which provides the
two divisions as well as my office with legal, financial, information

The estimate for this program is $17.6

technology, communications, human resources, business, and
administrative support. They’re a hard-working group, and the *06-
07 estimate for this area is $10.4 million.

I hope I’ve been able to clearly illustrate to you what it is that
Municipal Affairs does and how we plan to make use of our
estimated budget for this year. We have a very strong business plan
as well as a variety of excellent programs and initiatives, and when
you combine the two, you will see that we are indeed working
towards Municipal Affairs’ mission, which is to “ensure Albertans
live in safe, well-managed communities . . . served by open,
effective, accountable and well-managed local governments.”

With that, Mr. Chairman, I’'m pleased to answer questions.

The Chair: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Riverview.
8:20

Dr. Taft: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I thank the minister for his
rapid-fire comments there. He delivered them right on time, and I’d
better watch my own time here.

The minister and I and probably everybody pretty well in the
Assembly will agree that this is a very important department, that the
structures we provide for municipalities to manage their responsibili-
ties, to indeed manage their destinies is so important. The tools they
have, the supports they’re given, the resources they’re provided to
do the job are vital.

Our caucus has travelled extensively around Alberta this year, and
we’ve visited, of course, the two big cities. We’re in Calgary
extensively. I’'m in Calgary almost weekly, sometimes two or three
times a week. We’ve gone to all of the sort of middle-sized cities:
Grande Prairie, Red Deer, Medicine Hat, which is the hometown of
the minister, and Lethbridge. I'm going to reserve some special
comments for the regional municipality of Wood Buffalo and Fort
McMurray in amoment. Of course, we’re going through the smaller
cities like Olds, for example, and Lloydminster and all the many
smaller cities and towns constantly. Just yesterday I was in Hinton
and Edson and Spruce Grove and Stony Plain and so on and, of
course, enjoying all the counties and municipal districts in between.

We’re meeting with many, many of the councillors, sitting down
listening to them, as the minister does, and learning what their
concerns are and what their success stories are, and there are some
wonderful success stories that I really like to encourage. I’'m most
impressed, for example, with the efforts of Red Deer city council to
eliminate homelessness. I think they’ve set a goal of zero homeless-
ness in Red Deer by the end of this decade. I think that sort of thing
is terrific. I do note that a number of Alberta cities — Calgary in
particular and, close behind, Edmonton and a number of other
Alberta cities — have been listed as some of the best cities in Canada
and for a couple of places in the world on a couple of lists.

Mr. Renner: Lloydminster.

Dr. Taft: Yeah, Lloydminster is another one — that’s right — the
minister points out.

So we have lots of success here, but there’s no question that there
are some enormous challenges. 1 did say a moment ago that |
wanted to reserve a special comment for Wood Buffalo and Fort
McMurray. I’ll go there right now.

In the last year I’ve been up there three times. Almost our entire
caucus was up there two weeks ago today and yesterday, and other
MLAs have been up there repeatedly. Fort McMurray and the
regional municipality of Wood Buffalo, like every part of Alberta,
face challenges of growth, but having been up there a number of
times, you can feel the difference in the stress that the growth faced
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by Fort McMurray is imposing as opposed to the growth in any other
part of Alberta.

I was telling the people of Fort McMurray, the city councillors
and the school trustees, that they have as much as anything a
communication problem to communicate to the rest of the province
how big their challenges are. I toured Syncrude last summer. We
toured Albion sands a couple of weeks ago. These are projects. The
Albion sands project outside Fort McMurray was a budget of I think
about $6 billion for phase 1. I told them that people don’t under-
stand what $6 billion is. You’ve got to communicate that because
other municipalities, as much as they’re facing growth, aren’t facing
that kind of growth.

I thought about it for a little while, and I called back to our
research staff. I said: what’s the value? What’s the value of the
Calgary skyline? What’s the replacement cost of that photo you see
of the Calgary skyline with the Calgary Tower and Bankers Hall and
the Petro-Canada tower and so on? You could replace that skyline.
You could replace all the class A office space in Calgary for less
than one phase of one oil sands plant, for less than $6 billion. The
total investment in downtown Calgary, which is going through an oil
boom in the last 10 years, is barely half of $6 billion. It’s barely $3
billion.

When Fort McMurray talks about the challenges they face, they’re
facing the challenge of something like 10 Calgary downtown
skylines being built over the next decade there supported by an
infrastructure built for probably 60,000, accommodating 75,000.
That’s not happening anywhere else in Alberta. That’s not faced by
the people of Red Deer or Medicine Hat or Edmonton or even
Calgary.

So I have tremendous respect and sympathy and understanding for
the challenges faced particularly by Fort McMurray and Wood
Buffalo, and I would encourage this minister to look at special
means beyond just a loan. I think it’s a $130 million or something
loan for the city of Fort McMurray, which drives them further into
debt. I think that they are now per capita the most indebted
municipality in Canada. We need to go beyond that, and we need to
recognize that that region is in a league completely separate from
anywhere else in this province, in this country, and we need to rise
to that challenge.

I also sometimes get concerned because as we go around talking
to councils, you hear the rivalries, and you sometimes hear resent-
ment even. [ hear people say: well, the rest of Alberta is sucking
money out of Calgary to pay for school facilities or this or that or the
other thing. When you go to rural areas, they say that the big cities
are sucking the oil wealth out of these areas to build those big office
towers and so on. I would ask all of us to remember that we’re in
this together as Albertans, and it’s not just a matter of rural areas
sucking the wealth out of the big cities or the big cities sucking the
wealth out of the rural areas or what have you. We’re all in this
together, and we need to come together as Albertans and, indeed, as
Canadians. If we do that, we can achieve remarkable things.

The challenges that we hear about from municipalities of various
kinds across the province frequently stem from growth pressures.
The minister himself made a particular note of the growth pressures
facing the cities, and those pressures turn up in the form of labour
shortages.  Again, the most extreme case is probably Fort
McMurray, where they’ve had to approve a work camp inside the
limits of the townsite of Fort McMurray in order to attract labour to
work on municipal infrastructure, but that’s true in Medicine Hat
too. There are labour shortages and challenges in Medicine Hat and
in Lethbridge and across the whole province that’s having inflation-
ary pressure on municipal governments, particularly their infrastruc-
ture demands, and it’s causing various other challenges for them
directly and indirectly.

The infrastructure problems and challenges faced by Alberta are
immense. This government is taking some correct steps. We need
to consider the possibility in the Wood Buffalo region of just biting
the bullet and saying that this is a city that all odds indicate will be
125,000 people in the next five or six or seven years; let’s get on
today with building infrastructure for a city that size so that by the
time the infrastructure is built, by the time sewer treatment and water
treatment and roads and recreational facilities and so on are all there,
the population and the scale of the infrastructure will meet because
right now we’re years behind, and we’re always aiming too short.
But infrastructure challenges plague cities and towns and municipal
districts across the province. Calgary struggles. Edmonton faces big
challenges as well.

Another thing we hear about a lot — and the minister mentioned
these — although I would like the government to move much more
quickly and aggressively on this, is the need for a land-use strategy.
The conflicts between one form of municipal government and
another — Red Deer city, Red Deer county; Grande Prairie city,
Grande Prairie county; Calgary, Rocky View; et cetera, et cetera —
are destructive. There’s not a systematic way to manage them.
There’s not a clear set of rules. There’s not any real strategy in place
province-wide that imposes a set of rules and a structure for
municipal districts to sort these issues out, to say: here is appropriate
land use for Rocky View, and that’s not appropriate for something
else. So we need to work very hard on accelerating the govern-
ment’s efforts on land-use strategy. There are models to follow.
These are issues that have been addressed in U.S. states and in a
number of other provinces. We’re behind the eight ball. Let’s get
out in front of it.

8:30

There are some other particular issues. I mentioned Red Deer
city’s goal of eliminating homelessness. I wish that all municipali-
ties would get serious about that goal. I am concerned with the
extent of homelessness that I see now, for example, when I'm in
downtown Calgary, where I am, as [ mentioned earlier, very, very
frequently. It’s a problem in that city. It’s a problem in this city.
It’s a problem in Grande Prairie. We need to get serious about
homelessness.

We need to get serious about policing. We need to revisit and
continue to revisit — and the minister isn’t the only one responsible
for this — policing issues and policing funding formulas for munici-
palities.

There are water challenges of various kinds, both drinking water
supply, regional water systems across municipalities, and water
treatment/sewage treatment challenges.

Recreation challenges. Living in the neighbourhood I live in and
representing the constituency I represent, the river valley flows right
through the constituency, and it’s within a few minutes’ walk of my
house. There was a time when that was a leading park globally. I'm
sad to say that too often now as I walk through the river valley park
in Edmonton, it looks shabby. The pathways aren’t in good repair.
The fences aren’t in good repair. There’s too much litter. By and
large the facilities are now years and years old, and that’s a problem.

There is incredible opportunity, though, as well, and I’d love this
government to seize the opportunity. I would love, of course, to lead
a government that seizes those opportunities. The River Valley
Alliance, that proposes a wonderful park system from Devon
through to Fort Saskatchewan, needs to go ahead. Let’s get on with
that. Let’s recognize that that’s a wonderful asset that touches many
municipalities and would help them all. That same kind of thinking
needs to be brought to municipalities across the province, whether
it’s Fish Creek in the south or development of Nose Hill or develop-
ment of parks in Grande Prairie or where have you.
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Arenas as well are a challenge. We far too often see our arenas
overtaxed, overused. They’re pushed to the limit, operating at
midnight or later, not just for ice hockey but for lacrosse and, of
course, for indoor soccer. Why is it that we can’t provide enough
arenas for our citizens?

Finally, I will mention the arts in general and the huge role that
the arts play in making our towns and cities special places to live,
adding the richness to urban life that takes it from being just
existence to having purpose and pleasure and beauty. Our support
for the arts in this province lags terribly. It’s an embarrassment, and
it needs to be corrected. We could do so much with relatively little
in Alberta through stronger support of the arts.

That’s kind of a broad oversight of some of the issues, some of the
challenges, some of the opportunities that we see for municipalities.

I’d like to turn specifically, as the clock runs down on my time
here, to some questions. Perhaps first and foremost on the minds of
many municipal councillors are questions around taxes and tax
opportunities. They often speak about the need for more tax tools.
There’s discussion of various options. You know, we’ve all heard
the calls of one degree or another for the province to abandon the
school property tax and open up tax room for municipalities. We’re
not in favour of an entire abandonment of the school property tax.
A hard cap at the 2004 level, $1.2 billion as I recall, would be an
outstanding step and then a gradual rollback but not a complete
elimination.

My question to the minister — and I think he’s probably prepared
or willing to engage in a little bit of back and forth. This is such a
fundamental question. What options has this government considered
and either is still considering or has eliminated for providing
municipal governments with more tax capacity or tax ability? Do
you want to respond to that? And then I’ll ask a few more questions.

Mr. Renner: I’'m more than happy to answer the question. I just
want to address a few of the comments that the hon. Leader of the
Opposition brought forward in his discussion. I think he makes
some good points, and there are some areas that [ want to just briefly
discuss.

He points out, and quite rightly, that there are challenges.
Municipalities throughout the province are facing challenges. Some
are facing challenges related to growth. Others are facing challenges
related to the lack of growth and a declining tax base and declining
infrastructure. To some extent it maybe could be accused of spin,
but I prefer to think of these challenges more as opportunities.
When we identify where there are challenges, rather than looking at
these as impediments, as barriers, let’s see if we can see them as
opportunities, find some ways that we can actually engage in and
create success out of these opportunities. Let me give a couple
examples of that. There was a good deal of discussion around Fort
McMurray, and no one can deny that there are tremendous “opportu-
nities” in Fort McMurray, very real challenges.

Before I forget, I want to acknowledge that the MLA for Fort
McMurray certainly has kept this minister and all ministers more
than aware of issues related to Fort McMurray. Like many other
ministers I’ve had the occasion to visit Fort McMurray on a number
of occasions.

There are some things that we can do. One that the hon. member
referred to is bridge financing. Let me talk just a little bit about debt
and debt limits and the concept here. As the member quite rightly
pointed out, Fort McMurray is growing at such a rapid pace that to
provide infrastructure for today’s population is almost redundant.
By the time it’s completed, it’s obsolete. You really do have to
build into the future. There is the fact that municipal infrastructures,
particularly rate-based infrastructure like water and sewer and those

kinds of investments, are self-sustaining, and they needn’t be part of
the overall debt structure of a community. Yes, they’re part of the
debt, but they’re not tax-supported debt. They’re rate-supported
debt.

The difficulty that you have when you overbuild something is that
today’s ratepayers can’t afford to pay for what tomorrow’s ratepay-
ers essentially will be paying for. That’s the reason that we go with
bridge financing. We provide the necessary funding to make the
significant investments today. We defer the need for capital
repayments against that loan. We also cover — and it’s included in
my budget — the interest on that loan, and that’s deferred for a period
of five years. During that five years the project is completed. The
population has increased. Then the rate-supported debt is quite
within order. They’re in a similar situation to any other municipality
that’s dealing with rate-supported debt from utilities. So I think that
there is a reasonable plan in place there.

8:40

The other thing that I’ve said when I’ve met with the council in
Fort McMurray is that there’s a unique situation in Fort McMurray
in that they are a community that will basically be created over a
period of 10 to 15 years, and ultimately they could well become the
third-largest city in the province of Alberta. They will certainly rival
Red Deer, Lethbridge, and Medicine Hat. They’re already there
now, and there’s no doubt that they will exceed those populations.
But those other cities had 75 or 100 years to develop all of that
infrastructure that the member talked about, parks and recreational
facilities and all of these kinds of things. Through that 100 years
there have been various provincial and federal programs that have
assisted municipalities to develop that infrastructure, albeit a little bit
at a time, but over a period of time most municipalities have been
able to provide a lot of those kinds of facilities.

I’ve suggested to Fort McMurray that that may well be something
that I can do on their behalf, to put together an inventory of this kind
of infrastructure that would be comparable to places like Red Deer
or Lethbridge or Medicine Hat that is lacking in Fort McMurray and
then have alook at how the infrastructure in these other communities
was financed and work with them on that. Some of it was financed
through local taxes. Some of it was financed through various grants,
through various contributions from the private sector.

I think that a case can be made and will be made that this is
something that the provincial government should very seriously
consider along with the federal government in dealing with an
emerging new community and bringing that emerging new commu-
nity up to the similar kind of standards that the existing communities
already have. It’s fast-tracking all of this funding that formerly took
place over 50 years and putting it all into five or 10 years. That’s the
reality that we’re facing in Fort McMurray. So I think that there are
some opportunities for us to work with to deal with these challenges,
but we have to look at it through some more innovative ways.

On the relationships that the member talked about, there’s no
doubt that we are having an increase in the number of intermunicipal
disputes. Many of them have to do with land planning issues. Many
of them, frankly, deal with the almighty dollar and who’s going to
get assessment and tax revenue on what and who’s paying for whose
residents to do this. I think this is another reflection of the tremen-
dous amount of growth that we’ve experienced here.

We had a system in place in years past, regional planning
commissions, that dealt with the planning side of things. Frankly,
the regional planning commission system didn’t work very well, and
I certainly don’t think it would work well today at all because the
concept of a regional planning commission was that rural areas
should serve as land banks for the gradual planned growth of urban
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areas into greenfield development. A message that I’ve been
sending to municipalities — and it’s as a result of the changes to the
Municipal Government Act in 1995 — is that all municipalities are
now equal. There is no definition in the Municipal Government Act
of urban and rural municipalities. Every municipality has the right
to grow, and they are exercising that right. What they don’t have a
right to do is to impede their neighbour’s right to grow, and that’s
where we’re running into some of these conflicts.

We do have something in place now that’s called an
intermunicipal development plan. They’re optional. Under
legislation they’re one of those that municipalities may enter into.
That’s something that I think we need to have a good look at, and
I’ve actually floated the idea with some municipalities, to find out
if there is a way that we can incorporate something like an
intermunicipal development plan and have it with a little bit more
teeth than an optional program. As soon as something is optional,
you also run into problems in resolving disputes and enforcing
something. So that’s something that we’ll be looking at.

That leads me to the Minister’s Council on Municipal Sustainabil-
ity. Now, that’s the council that I’ve had the members here in the
Assembly and introduced them. Everyone on that council is very
excited about the potential that we have to solve some of these issues
that we’ve been discussing tonight. We’ve got the mayors of both
large cities, the mayor of Edmonton, the mayor of Calgary, along
with the president of the AUMA, representing the urban municipali-
ties, and the AAMD and C, representing the rural municipalities, as
well as myself, so it’s a council of five. Those five members have
taken on a number of different working groups. We will very
shortly be taking those working groups out into the broader cross-
section of both public and stakeholder discussion to deal with these
very issues, one that the member referred to: opportunities for
municipal revenue sources. That gets specifically to the question
that you asked. Long preamble.

At this point I am not constraining the council to explore any
sources. As long as we have a full discussion, I don’t see anything
wrong with discussing something. I’m not saying that at the end of
the day we’re going to accept everything, but I think we have to
have a full and thorough discussion not only with the municipalities
but with taxpayers. So there will be discussion on additional sources
of taxation that have been discussed in the media, primarily by the
mayor of Calgary but by others. By all means, the school tax issue
is part of this on how we could implement some kind of a phase-into
for municipalities, phase-out for the province. There are all kinds of
things that we can discuss.

One of the working groups is just looking at the revenue side, total
and separate from the expense side, because the expense side is
another working group. That’s the roles and responsibilities. That’s
the part that’s critical. Until we define what the roles of municipali-
ties are, what the responsibilities of municipalities are, how much it
should reasonably cost to run a municipality, I believe it’s pointless
to start to match up the various sources of revenue. It’s somewhat
like: we’ll just keep throwing money at it until the problem goes
away. Well, if we haven’t identified the problem, we may never
have enough money. So we’ve clearly said that the roles and
responsibilities have to be done in conjunction with.

The third major working group that we have is the relationships
group. I’'m very, very pleased that that consists of the mayor of
Edmonton working in conjunction with Don Johnson, the president
of AAMD and C. They’re working on this whole issue of relation-
ships and how we can put in place the necessary procedures so that
municipalities can work together, can get into regional —not regional
governance. Let me make it abundantly clear that I am not saying
that we should be forcing amalgamations on people. What I've

consistently said, ever since | became minister, is that I think that
there really are some opportunities for regional delivery mecha-
nisms. | see, for example, around the city of Edmonton here St.
Albert buses, Edmonton buses, Strathcona buses, all driving around
in downtown Edmonton. It seems to me that there should be some
efficiencies in having some kind of a regional transit system.

Those kinds of things I think can be very seriously explored in
addition to the other area that the member talked about, and that has
to do with recreational facilities and how we would have a look at
how we deal with those kinds of facilities. Again, what is the role
for the province, what is the role for municipalities, and how can
municipalities, particularly those that are coterminous, put some of
these things together? The river valley project that the member
mentioned sounds quite intriguing. I haven’t heard a lot about that
project, and I would like to hear more. I’'m sure that there are many,
many other projects that are similar.

We do have success stories. We have municipalities that will
come together, put in multi-use facilities, and have two or three
municipalities that work together on a project. They’re not con-
stantly fighting, but we need to — and I think that’s the role of
Municipal Affairs — put in place the incentives and the opportunities
that municipalities should be encouraged to find a win-win solution.
It’s to their advantage to work together to form partnerships. I think
it’s to their advantage, and it’s to Albertans’ advantage if we get
them doing that.

So I hope that answers your question, and I’m certainly prepared
to deal with anything else.

8:50
The Chair: The hon. Leader of the Official Opposition.

Dr. Taft: Thank you, Mr. Chair. Thank you. I appreciate the
minister’s comments. [ was hoping for something more specific on
the list of possible tax tools, but the explanation I got is that you’re
going to be waiting for the council or the committee to put those to
you. [ hope it doesn’t take too long.

I’ll go through just several other questions that the minister can
note as I go through them. While we’re still on funding, we hear,
not just from municipal councils but from all kinds of organizations,
tremendous frustration over the one-year planning cycle. [ wish that
it could get stretched out to two or three years so that some of the
inefficiencies of just getting one budget and one round of reporting
done and having to turn immediately to start the new one might be
improved so that there’s longer term stability and reliability on
provincial funding. I’'m wondering if there are any plans by the
minister or the government to develop a more stable and predictable
funding framework, such as some kind of a three-year budget cycle
that was very solid as opposed to just the current business plans,
which are, frankly, unpredictable from year to year.

The question of ambulance support comes up as we go around.
There’s still uncertainty around how that’s going to play itself out.
It’s a complicated issue although it’s been on the government’s
agenda for some years. So I’d be curious for this minister’s
perspective since municipalities are one-half of the equation along
with regional health authorities — then there are in some areas, [
guess, third parties getting into ambulance service as well — any
elaboration he can provide on the progress and direction to the
transfer of ambulance services or not from municipalities to regional
health authorities.

The minister talked and replied to my comments about land-use
planning, and we all recognize how crucial and urgent that is. I’ll be
interested to see what ideas come out of the committee on sustain-
able municipalities. I can’t remember the exact title but something
like that.
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The whole notion of smart growth. I personally am coming to the
conclusion, as I read more and more, that environmental issues are
going to be overtaking us in ways that we have not experienced in
the past. Climate change, for example, and pressures to reduce
energy consumption, to reduce urban sprawl, to protect land and
water, wetlands, all of that; I think those pressures are going to
become absolutely immense in the near and middle future and will
be permanent.

So we might as well, in my view, anticipate that and really get
focused on smart growth and reducing the impact of urbanization on
the natural environment, doing things like the minister spoke about:
supporting urban transit systems that really work well. Every great
large city in the world has a really outstanding urban transit system.
We’re getting in that direction in Calgary, ironically a city that’s also
incredibly spread out, but we need to go further, and I think we need
to make plans and then fund those plans with some real leadership
from the provincial government.

Water links into the issue of smart growth, and I’'m wondering if
there’s been effort and attention paid, for example, to using water-
sheds as planning units in municipal planning and land-use issues
because they define so much of the nature of development and land
and use and that kind of thing.

A different concern around environmental impact comes from the
petroleum tank program, which has been on the government books
for some years now and I think had the right idea behind it. Am I
correct in saying that there’s no more funding for the underground
petroleum tank storage remediation program? The minister is
nodding yes, and I think that is a real shortfall. As I go around this
province, the number of abandoned petroleum sites that I see, far too
often in prime locations, is a problem. It’s a blight in some of our
cities and towns. I think this government needs to show some
leadership. Ilook and have to ask, at a time when many petroleum
companies are making enormous profits, why the public has to carry
so much of the cost and the burden of contaminated gas station sites,
and there is any number of those in Edmonton and Calgary and other
locations.

I have also made a point of talking to owners of small gas stations
who are really struggling because they can’t dispose of their
businesses. They can’t sell their businesses because of the contami-
nation, and the petroleum tank remediation programno longer exists.
I would encourage the minister to take a serious look at this program
and at least consider ways in which the petroleum industry can be
held accountable for sites which it used to draw enormous profits for
many, many years. It’s a concern, and I could go into dramatic,
vivid examples, but I won’t elaborate further, to give others a chance
to jump into the debate.

The minister talked about emergency preparedness and emergency
management responses, and I think I’d give him marks for acknowl-
edging that there were real problems exposed through what hap-
pened at the Wabamun spill. We need to learn from those because
there will be other spills, there will be other environmental disasters
and emergencies, and we need to be much better prepared next time.

It is astonishing to me, actually — after the Wabamun incident I
began thinking about this. There was an irony there. I had just
arranged to spend a week holiday at Lake Wabamun when this spill
occurred, and my holiday went up in smoke because I ended up at
any number of meetings with the Member for Edmonton-Gold Bar
and others. Afterwards I thought about the amount of train track in
this province that runs by water, by lakes and rivers, and it is a
miracle, almost, that we haven’t had more of those kinds of emer-
gencies and potentially much worse. You know, if that spill had
occurred along a river, where the oil was washed downstream into
intakes like in the Bow River valley upstream of Calgary, we could

have had a very much more serious problem. So we do have to be
ready, and [ will support the minister’s efforts in improving
emergency preparedness in this province.

I will send the minister information on the River Valley Alliance.
It’s quite an extensive plan. It’s being developed for the North
Saskatchewan River valley, so I’ll make sure that the minister gets
that information.

I’'mjust looking through my own notes here, and I’m thinking that
while there are many, many issues on municipal grants and a whole
host of other issues, I’ll leave some of those for other members to
take up. 1 gave the minister several questions there. If he can
respond to those now that would be great, and he can also respond
to them in writing.

Thank you.

The Chair: The hon. minister.

Mr. Renner: Thanks. Well, those that I don’t get a chance to
respond to early, I will respond to in writing. First of all, I want to
talk a little bit about the timing of the minister’s council. The
Provincial Treasurer actually alluded to it in question period this
afternoon in that we made it very clear that there is a relatively short
timeline. We would like to have the information, recommendations,
through the minister’s council by late this summer. That allows us
to then move into our government planning process this fall, with the
intention of having any possible legislation that’s required for
implementation introduced in the spring session of 2007, about a
year from now. So that’s roughly the time frame.

9:00

Now that being said, with issues such as the education property
tax, one thing that I have said that doesn’t often get reported is that
when the government is in a position to consider significant tax cuts,
I want to be the minister at the front of the line with the solution that
says: Finance minister, here is how you can do it. Let’s not forget
that the Municipal Affairs minister is going to be competing with a
number of other ministers. We hear often from individuals saying:
well, why don’t you get rid of the health care premium? There are
all kinds of suggestions on ways that the government can cut taxes,
but if we’re going to do this and we’re going to do it responsibly, it
cannot be a one-time tax cut. We can’t do it for one year and then
go back on our word in subsequent years. So this has to be some-
thing that we can be relatively assured is sustainable in the long
term.

I really do think that the only way that we’re going to be success-
ful in transferring any significant amount of education property tax
from the province to the municipalities is to have a win-win-win.
There has to be a win for the taxpayer because the average taxpayer
isn’t going to see it as much of a tax break if they just write the
cheque to a different government. So there’s going to have to be
some way for the taxpayer to save some dollars in this. There’s also
going to have to be some way that the province is going to benefit
from this. Otherwise, I don’t have the advantage that other ministers
have when they’re standing up with their tax-cut proposals. So I'm
looking for that win-win-win, and I’'m hoping that we can get there
somehow.

The one-year versus three-year. We have a three-year business
plan, and albeit there is some flexibility, particularly in the third
year, | think we do an amazing job of trying to stick to the three-year
business plan. Most of the discussion, when it came to putting
together this business plan, was related to the third year, not the first
year, because we were basically bringing that forward from the
previous business plan. Municipalities also have an opportunity to
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work in three-year business plans, and some of them are beginning
to do that now. I think that it would benefit the municipalities as
much as anyone if they would also convert their operations to a
three-year business plan.

The Chair: Hon. members, the side conversations are getting fairly
loud. I'd appreciate it if you would settle down.

Mr. Renner: The ambulance I can’t really comment on other than,
as the member knows, the grants for ambulance have been extended
for one year. That is the responsibility of the Minister of Health. 1
have not been advised on what her plans are. Obviously, as Minister
of Municipal Affairs I’ll be working with municipalities to assist
them in whatever transition there happens to be, but I’'m not in a
position to advise the member tonight on where that is leading.

The land planning. A comment was made, and I’ve heard it
repeatedly, that we have to be concerned about urban sprawl. [ don’t
deny that we have to consider what the impact of unrestrained urban
growth is, but I’ve suggested to some that we don’t right now have
as much problem, in my opinion, with urban sprawl as we have with
urban fringe development. The rural areas, I think, are as much to
blame as the urban areas because we’re seeing such a huge prolifera-
tion of development in that urban fringe area. That is also putting
pressure on the relationships. We’ve got to deal with the urban
situation, but we can’t overlook the fact that the rural municipalities
need to take some of the responsibility and accept some responsibil-
ity for this development as well.

Let me just briefly comment on underground storage tanks. The
member is absolutely right that this is a program that ran out of
funds before it ran out of underground storage tanks. There is an
ongoing demand, and should another source of funding become
available, I’'m more than willing and my officials are more than
willing to carry on with the program. We haven’t been able to
identify that source of funding.

Let me also make something very clear. A number of the sites
that we see around the province are owned by small businesses and
small retailers, and those are the ones that this program was designed
to assist. I’'m hoping that at some point, whenever that happens to
be in the future, we’re able to have a similar program to assist these
same folks. We never intended and I certainly would not anticipate
any future programs to be intended to assist the major oil companies.
The expectation is that they would look after their own.

The problem is identifying the small retailers. It’s fine to say:
well, the small retailers can’t afford it, and big oil companies should
look after it. With some of these small retailers it’s just about
impossible to identify which of the oil companies should be
responsible. Once we’ve been able to deal with the small sites, once
we’ve been able to deal with the municipal sites, then I really think
that we can start to put some pressure on the large oil companies to
deal with their own sites. There are a significant number of retailers
that were and continue to be owned by the major companies. Those
ones this program does not deal with. Those are the ones that I
would really like to put some pressure on.

In this world you can’t identify and say: if you’re big, you must
clean it up; if you’re small, you get to wait. So that puts all that
much more pressure, I think, on our department and our government
to find some alternative funding of some kind to deal with these
small sites, to deal with the individuals, many of whom acquired
property that they didn’t even know had tanks involved with them.
We do need to deal with those, and once we have dealt with those,
I’'m going to be working with my colleague the minister of infra-
structure to put some additional pressure on some of the larger oil
companies to clean up their sites because we do have some signifi-

cant problems, particularly in the downtown cores of small-town
Alberta. Much of those are sites that are owned by the larger oil
companies.

The Chair: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Beverly-Clareview.

Mr. Martin: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I have a few comments
and some questions as we go along. The minister was talking about
sustainability. There’s one thing that I think is a pet peeve of mine,
having been on the public school board. I’m not sure what we can
do about it, but I think something has to be done because in many
parts of the world they aren’t realizing that this is a problem, even
in the United States. I'm talking about urban sprawl, especially in
our two major cities, Edmonton and Calgary.

For all the reasons that we can talk about, the environment,
farmland, what often happens — and this is what puts some pressure
on these major cities — is that developers want the expansion. The
expansion goes further and further to the edges of the city, and then
there’s a demand for all the services almost immediately. That
comes in terms of schools; it comes in terms of the other services
that people want. The city governments are unable to deal with this.

Of course, around Edmonton we have, you know, the competition.
The minister alluded to it, that it would be better if we could co-
operate and work together on this. Even in the United States they’ve
realized that they’ve made a mistake with sprawl. Certainly, Europe
has learned this lesson. We may think that we have all this land use
forever, but we’re going to have to come to grips with land use. 1
wonder if the minister has any thoughts about that and thoughts
about what is happening in terms of urban sprawl. We talked about
Fort McMurray. I can tell you that on the school board that created
areal problem. There was the pressure then: oh, well, you’ve got to
close schools down in the inner city. That leads to, you know, decay
in the inner city, which is to nobody’s benefit because the population
is going out there. So I think it’s a serious problem in the two major
cities, and I would certainly be interested in the minister’s reflections
on it.

9:10

Of course, we have mentioned it to the minister of infrastructure,
and Municipal Affairs is involved in that. We know that we have —
and the minister has alluded to it — an infrastructure deficit. Again
I would argue that we got preoccupied with the economic deficit and
forgot these other things. So we are playing catch-up to some
degree, Mr. Chairman.

I go back to the question period today about the education tax.
I’m not going to spend a lot of time on this. I think there was a
perception at least before this minister that that would at least be
frozen at some point. I know that we can say that we’ve cut the
increase, but the fact is that it’s still a 2 per cent increase. That is an
irritant to the municipalities, as the minister is well aware. He’s
talked about it. With all due respect, the minister is talking about —
and he’s right — that you can’t take a tax and cut it one year and
bring it back the next. It has to be sort of looked at as a permanent
solution. I agree with that, but I would also suggest that in this latest
budget we give out roughly $370 million in an overheated economy
to a corporate sector that is doing very well, thank you very much.
That is money that could have been used, I think, to help out in
certain tax breaks like the minister was talking about.

You know, when we get into it — and I’ll just allude to it; the
Leader of the Opposition did too — I don’t know what the answer is
specifically, but the minister said that he had a committee, I believe,
set up to look at the whole revenue side of'it. I take it, then, that that
committee is looking at some form of revenue sharing if possible, or
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they’re looking at all options: gas taxes, whatever. I think he
mentioned that there were five people on it: the two mayors of the
cities, the presidents of the AUMA and the rural municipalities, and
the minister. I wonder if he could just expand on that a little bit if
there are some options that they are looking at. Revenue sharing —
and there are various forms of revenue sharing; it’s a term that we
throw out — has been in the discussion phase for a long period of
time. Municipalities would like — and the minister is well aware of
this — some avenue so that they’re not always coming cap in hand to
the provincial government, some form of revenue sharing that’s
theirs so they can budget. I take it that that’s what that committee is
looking at, so if he could expand on that.

Just a few questions and then a few more comments if I can. I
was just sort of curious about the increase in financial support to the
local authorities. I believe that that’s up $9.5 million. What I’'m
curious about, of course, is: what is this money being spent on, and
why such a large increase when last year’s forecast is well below the
budgeted amount? Last year it was forecast at $6.9 million, and the
budget allowed for $9.6 million. Now we’re back up to $9.5
million. So some explanation of those figures: $9.5 million last
year, but we only spent $6.9 million. I guess I’'m wondering if that’s
the same situation. Why the overbudget?

I want to talk just briefly about the emergency preparedness of
municipalities. It seems to me, Mr. Minister, that we consistently
underestimate the amount each year that will be needed for disaster
recovery. I know that last year was exceptional. I think that it was
$170 million plus last year, but if we look back — correct me if I'm
wrong — we underbudgeted beyond reasonable anticipation. I'm
wondering if it is not in this case better — and I hate to say this across
the board with this government — when we’re dealing with emergen-
cies, to overbudget rather than underbudget each year.

The other question to respond to. The Environment ministry took
most of the criticism raised for the government for the Wabamun
response, but I would be interested in the minister’s comments. Did
we learn from this? How does the minister respond to criticism that
citizens involved in the cleanup didn’t know that toxic substances
had been released for five days, and what role did this ministry play?
Most of the discussion, I know, was with the Minister of Environ-
ment, but it goes over two ministries. I’m wondering: what role did
this ministry play in response to the Wabamun disaster? Have they
learned anything? What role should this ministry play if something
like this happens in the future?

The other thing deals with emergency preparedness. There’s been
alot of discussion in this Legislature, Mr. Chairman, about coal-bed
methane. It’s a serious source of concern for public safety, and I
wonder if the minister has some responsibility or is working with the
other ministries in terms of some potential problems there. At least
some citizens are talking about it, and it would seem to me that if
there is a serious problem that it would again fall partly into his
department. It stands to reason that with increased development
there’s going to be increased risk. Given that there is increased oil
and gas development within or near municipalities, the question 'm
asking is: are we going to increase and not just maintain municipal
safety? What are the plans if something serious happens again?

On a little more positive aspect they like to talk about the ME
First program, Mr. Chairman. The ME First program was launched
in September 2003, and it’s a great idea. ME First is a four-year,
$100 million interest-free loan program administered by Climate
Change Central that is designed to help municipalities. My under-
standing is that it is to achieve energy savings, reduce greenhouse
gas emissions, and replace conventional energy sources with
renewable or alternative sources. I would say that that’s a very good
idea, and I’'m glad that the ministry is doing this. I might say to the

minister that perhaps it’s time for an expansion of this program. I
think it comes to an end in 2007. I would hope that we’re looking
at expansion of this program beyond that deadline.

11 just throw out that maybe we can look at the United Kingdom.
What they’re doing is similar. They have a more expanded program.
Obviously, it would be more money, but hopefully in the long run it
would save money. In the United Kingdom they include individu-
als’ homes and business owners, not just municipalities. They’re
helping public buildings such as schools and churches as well as
private residences to buy equipment such as solar panels. By
subsidizing the mass purchasing of such equipment, the British
government hopes not only to decrease harmful pollution but drive
down the costs of such technologies by driving up demand and
therefore supply. It’s good for the environment, and hopefully it
could be something that is economically beneficial for the province.
I think we’ve got the right start here with the hundred million, so I
would ask the minister if they’re looking at expanding that, similar
to Britain and all the things that they’re doing, to other public
buildings and also if that deadline could be extended beyond 2007.
I think this is something that is a very good first start, and I com-
mend the ministry for doing that.

9:20

Of course, while we’re on sustainability, I think we all realize that
the more public transit we have and other infrastructure designed to
lessen automobile use — that could also be included in the program.
Automobile exhaust represents a major and growing source of not
only greenhouse gases but also pollution. Now, I know that you’re
not going to get everybody out of their cars overnight, probably most
of'us, but I think this program could be the start of a catalyst in terms
of that direction, the ME First broadening. Just a suggestion to the
minister that we take a look at it.

I guess that while I’'m asking that, does the minister expect to
increase the amount available for the ME First program in looking
at some of these other suggestions that I’'m making? I think it could
be a very, very powerful program and a very good one, and I think
there are examples of where it has been expanded, as I said, in the
United Kingdom that we could take a look at.

Ambulance service was mentioned by the minister. This has
created a problem, I recognize. A few weeks ago there was a
discussion in the House about a motion brought forth by a govern-
ment member, Motion 504, calling for and encouraging municipali-
ties to “provide minimum standards of fire, rescue, and recovery
services.” It’s a good idea, but it made no provisions for additional
government funds for these services. You can’t do that without the
government funds.

This became a political issue, as the minister is well aware, in
terms of the ambulance system in Edmonton. The figure that comes
to mind is $55 million, and then they backed off, and now Edmonton
has serious problems with their ambulances, growing pressure. |
know that it’s probably true in Calgary and others; I’m just more
aware of it in Edmonton. Ihave it here that in Edmonton the present
paramedics union is warning that if things continue at this pace,
patients with non life-threatening conditions may soon end up
waiting for up to 45 minutes for an ambulance.

Now, the city of Edmonton has responded. Mayor Mandel is now
prepared to go halfway and suggests that council should spend $1
million to hire 11 paramedics. But, again, I think there’s some
responsibility here. Certainly, with the government announcing they
were taking it over through the health regions and then backing off,
now it’s created, I think the minister would recognize, problems in
the cities. That comes from other monies that they would be taking
from other areas. So I wondered if the minister would comment on
that and if there’s anything down the way.
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Mr. Chairman, to conclude, because I think there are other people
that want to get in, I’ll just come back to where we started and talk
specifically about the revenue sharing. There’s got to be some way.
I recognize that the province gave $3 billion for infrastructure over
a three-year period across the province, but with all due respect
that’s, again, catch-up. The ministry, I believe, just as part of the
budget announced that $10 million to municipalities, and I think they
appreciate it, but when you look at 123 municipalities, it’s not going
to solve a lot of their problems. I'm sure that they receive it and will
take it and will use it very valuably, but I think we have to look
again at a more sustainable area. Maybe revenue sharing is not the
right word, but some way that they can organize their own affairs
without having to come cap in hand to the government.

I hope sincerely, Mr. Minister, that the committee that you’re
working on does come up with some good suggestions and that we
can get it through this government because, frankly, that’s another
level of government. They can handle their own situations well.
They have elected people that can run it, I’'m sure, just as well as we
can the Legislature, but it would be easier for everybody if there was
some way that that can be done. So I wish the minister luck. That
could be a very important committee, and I hope that they do come
back with some form of revenue sharing that will work.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

The Chair: The hon. minister.

Mr. Renner: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I’m going to go through
most of the questions, some of which I will refer the hon. member
to my previous answers, specifically with respect to sustainability
and land use. I don’t know that there’s a whole lot more that I can
say there.

On the issue of school tax. If [ understood correctly, the member
was suggesting that there are some opportunities that were in this
budget with respect to income tax that perhaps could have been
applied to the property tax. I guess it’s necessary again to talk about
this long-term sustainability. The difference between an income tax
and a property tax is that an income tax is very elastic. As people
earn more income, they pay more tax. Conversely, if we ever have
a crash and people earn less income, we collect less tax.

Mr. Martin: I was talking about the corporate tax.

Mr. Renner: Same thing. Same thing. In fact, corporate tax is even
more elastic than personal income tax because corporate income
rises and falls dramatically, and on a recovery corporations even can
carry forward losses from previous years. So we can go for a stretch
where we have very little corporate income tax if we go through
what we went through in the *80s. We have to be cognizant of that.

Property tax, on the other side, is a good tax, and why municipali-
ties use property tax is because it’s very inelastic. Property values
remain relatively constant over time. Businesses continue to pay
property tax even if they’re not profitable. They don’t pay any
corporate tax, but they pay property tax because they still have
assets. I’'m not saying that it’s not possible to trade one off against
the other, but there are pros and cons, and frankly I’'m not so sure
that municipalities would want to get into the corporate tax game
because of the elasticity of that form of revenue.

Good question on the support to local authorities. About a $9
million increase there this year; $7 million is for interest on the Fort
McMurray loan, a $137 million loan. It’s about $7 million a year in
interest. It has to come from somewhere, and unfortunately it comes
from my budget. The other 2 and a half million dollars is for a
special infrastructure grant that was provided to Banft and Jasper to

help them deal with the unique circumstances there of having a
significant tourist population that requires services that are not
necessarily covered when we look at per capita grants. They have
a relatively small permanent population but need to serve tourists
whose numbers are massive. So we put in place a program that will
provide 2 and a half million dollars a year for the next I believe five
years, Member. [I’ll confirm that. But it’s 2 and a half million
dollars this year, anyway, and that’s where the $9 million comes
from.

You asked what the role of our ministry and Emergency Manage-
ment Alberta was at Wabamun. Frankly, it was very little. Our role
historically has been one of co-ordinating. We are there to provide
services when requested by first responders, and that’s the munici-
palities. Our role is to put in place disaster services plans and to
assist municipalities to implement those plans. As a result of
Wabamun, as a result of the recommendations that came forward
from the environmental commission, we are going to be reinventing
ourselves at Emergency Management Alberta, creating an independ-
ent agency that will be much more proactive. While we never want
to forget that it is the municipalities primarily that are the first
responders, always will be, the role of Emergency Management
Alberta will become more directive. So rather than being passive,
waiting for someone to ask for services, we’ll have people on the site
that are assisting municipalities and directing them and if necessary
advising them what services they need even if they haven’t re-
quested it. It’s something that we’ll have to develop some goodwill
over time. We don’t want to give anyone the impression that we’re
simply going to rush in and take over and do everything, but we do
see the necessity to be more proactive.

9:30

At the same time Environment has put in place a special SWAT
team within Environment that will deal with the environmental
impact. That wouldn’t be the responsibility of EMA. They’ll be
there. They’ll be there with their people in the same way as Health
would deal with health matters. So EMA will continue to be a
facilitating organization, but we envision it as being much more
proactive and less passive than what it has been in the past. We
don’t want to get into a situation like we witnessed with the
hurricanes in the southern U.S., where everyone was standing around
waiting for someone else to ask for assistance. We want to have
people there that will be pointing out where the assistance is and
acting if necessary but not in a threatening way or a way that would
suggest that the local authorities don’t have the capacity to deal with
the situation.

ME First. Frankly, hon. member, I’ve been very disappointed
with the ME First program. I, like you, think it’s an excellent
program. Unfortunately, I think we have a number of circumstances
that have been working against the ME First program. The most
important is that the interest rates are so low right now that munici-
palities are reluctant to borrow just to save the interest. Many
municipalities are debt averse and prefer to pay as you go for these
kinds of things. That’s part of the problem, particularly in the rural
and smaller municipalities. They just don’t see the savings to them
in borrowing and receiving an interest-free loan. They would rather
pay cash.

The other problem that we have with the program is that it’s a
five-year term on the loan. If you’re going to do something that is
a large capital project, it’s pretty hard to be able to amortize that
over five years. Even interest-free principal payments are a little
unmanageable for a larger project. We have accommodated a few
municipalities with larger projects by calculating and distributing the
interest-free portion over a longer period of time, but there are some
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restrictions on the program that, I think, have contributed to the lack
of take-up on this program.

Nevertheless, we do have a $4 million expenditure for this year,
and we have recently made some announcements of projects that
have gone forward. I think that given enough time municipalities
may see some opportunities here, but I’'m beginning to think that
there may be some other directions with which we can more
significantly assist municipalities than through this program. Maybe
there are some ways we can partner either with the federal govern-
ment or with other sources to provide some direct grant money as
opposed to interest-free loans, which just don’t seem to have the
take-up that one would expect.

I talked earlier when the Leader of the Opposition talked about
ambulance, so I won’t deal with the ambulance issue.

The issue of resources. Again, I thank you for your comments.
Iam looking to have the minister’s council come forward with some
ideas. My reluctance to start to put specific concepts and sugges-
tions on the table is that I don’t want to pre-empt the work of that
committee. I don’t want them to find it necessary to have a huge
debate about something that I put on the table tonight that they may
have already considered and decided is not feasible, is not workable.
I’'m willing to wait, and I ask the hon. member to wait till this
summer, until we get those ideas and concepts back. I certainly
make the commitment that there will be ample opportunity to
discuss those that manage to stick to the wall and look feasible to go
forward.

Thank you.

Mr. MacDonald: Mr. Chairman, I’m going to cede my questions at
the moment, but I will get back on your list, please.

The Chair: The hon. Member for Calgary-Currie.

Mr. Taylor: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. [ appreciate the opportunity
and the offer from the hon. Member for Edmonton-Gold Bar to let
me go first. I do have, really, some questions around one specific
area. This relates, of course, to one of the ongoing issues that I hear
about from constituents on a very, very regular basis: market value
assessment. Calgary-Currie is by and large an inner-city residential
constituency in Calgary. I’m sure the minister is well aware of what
has been happening to property values in the city of Calgary over the
space of the last year although this issue with market value assess-
ment has been going on for a number of years now.

I’'m not sure how to argue this one because, on the one hand, I
recognize that when it comes to assessing properties for the purpose
of calculating property taxes, the market value approach is probably
the least worst system we’ve come up with yet. I can’t call it the
best system. Yes, | mean, there’s a sense of fairness and equatability
in market value assessment that you can’t really find in other
approaches that have been tried, but we’re far from perfection on
that issue. Were this the place to get into this debate — and I’'m not
sure that it is the time and the place to get into this debate — I would
perhaps be arguing rather passionately that we need to move right
away from property taxes altogether. Let’s not just talk about the
school portion but moving away from the whole notion of property
taxes and looking at new ways of allowing municipalities to raise the
revenue they need to cover the expenses that they have. But I think
there’s another time and another place to go into that in detail.

For the present I’'m going to accept that we’re stuck for now with
market value assessment as the least worst way we have of calculat-
ing what property taxes should be. I’'m going to accept that that does
come with a number of problems, two key problems, really, from the
point of view of an inner-city constituency. I think my colleagues

from Edmonton would probably agree more or less that the situation
is much the same in the city of Edmonton as well, but it can be
particularly acute in Calgary with what has happened to property
values in recent months and recent years. First of all, you have a
fundamental inequity. You know, the Leader of the Opposition
talked earlier about needing to all be in this together and not play
one area off against another. I understand that, but the reality is, of
course, that areas do play themselves off against other areas.

Part of the problem with the way market value assessment works
right now, of course, is that in a city like Calgary residents of
desirable inner-city communities where property values are going
through the roof — I mean, I’m sure that a house in my constituency,
any particular house that I chose, would be worth more now than it
was five minutes ago, when I got up to speak; that’s how fast
property values are rising there — are paying relatively high property
taxes. Of course, most of the benefit of that is happening out in the
fringes of suburbia, so they’re driving back and forth on bumpy
roads, they’re tripping over cracks in the sidewalks, and they’re
suffering water main breaks, that sort of thing, for the privilege of
living in an inner-city community and paying high taxes.

That’s a basic inequity, I think, that exists across the board as far
as my inner-city constituency is concerned. Within that context,
there are, of c