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[Mr. Shariff in the chair]

8:00 p.m.

The Acting Speaker: Please be seated.

head: Motions Other than Gover nment Motions
Fixed Election Dates

508. Dr. Morton moved:
Beit resolved that the Legidlative Assembly urge the govern-
ment to introduce legislation requiring fixed election dates
every four years or whenever the government loses the
confidence of the Assembly.

The Acting Speaker: The hon. Member for Foothills-Rocky View.

Dr. Morton: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. I’m honoured this evening
to open debate on Motion 508, fixed election dates. A healthy
democracy is a vital source of our national well-being. The
accountability of the government to the people directly contributes
to both our prosperity and our freedom. Democratic el ections and
responsible government are tools of the people and for the people.
It is of paramount importance that our citizens have confidence in
and participate in these institutions.

While our current parliamentary system has served us well, we
must recognize that the signs of democracy in Canada and Alberta
areailing. Voter apathy and cynicism are becoming more common.
Each el ection seemsto bring about further decreasesin voter turnout
and greater disinterest in the political process. Votersare becoming
frustrated with our democratic process and more and more cynical
towards politics and politicians. While there is no single cause of
this negative trend, a significant factor is the absol ute discretion of
the government of the day and specifically the Prime Minister or
Premier to call elections whenever they judge it to be in the best
interest not of the province or the country but of their own govern-
ment.

Currently in Alberta provincial elections are triggered when the
Lieutenant Governor dissolves the Legisative Assembly at the
instruction of the Premier. Section 3(1) of the Legislative Assembly
Act directsthat “no Legislative Assembly shall continue for [more]
than 5 years from the date” of the last election. However, the exact
timing of an election is at the discretion of the Premier. Essentialy,
the current practice allows the government to call an election
whenever it believes it has the best chance of winning based on
economic and political considerations. Considerations of fairness
and the public interest have no place in thiscalculus. The decisive
factor and indeed the only factor is the naked partisan self-interest
of the government of the day.

In just the past decade at the federal level Canadians have been
forced to put up with this contempt for democracy on three different
occasions. The recent Liberal government of Jean Chretien twice
called elections only three and a half yearsinto five-year mandates,
the second one only months &fter the creation of the new Canadian
Allianceparty. TheLiberal government of Paul Martin did thesame
thingin 2004, calling an el ection only months after themerger of the
Canadian Alliance and the Progressive Conservative parties and
before the new party could have its first convention. No wonder
Canadians have become cynical about this process.

So it comes as no great surprise that one of the first acts of the
newly elected Conservative government of Prime Minister Stephen

Harper has been to propose legidation that would establish fixed
election datesfor federal electionsand put an end once and for al to
this sort of partisan trickery.

Mr. Speaker, Motion 508 proposes asimilar solution for Alberta.
Motion 508 urgesthe government to implement fixed election dates.
A fixed election date can be defined as arecurring set date or time
frameinwhich general electionsareheld. Thismotion proposesthat
general provincia elections be held “ every four years or whenever
the government loses the confidence of the Assembly.” This is
what's called a flexible fixed system, and it would allow us to
protect our parliamentary tradition while still realizing the advan-
tages of fixed election dates.

Mr. Speaker, there are many recognized benefits that would
accompany the implementation of fixed election dates. First and
foremost, it would promote fairness. All parties and all candidates
would be on an equal footing as far as prior knowledge of election
dates is concerned. All political parties and all candidates would
have the same opportunity and the same time to develop better
considered and stronger policies to present to the voters.

Set, stable election dates would also contribute to administrative
efficiency. Elections Albertawould be able to prepare in advance
if it were to have prior knowledge of the precise date or time frame
when a general election would take place. Thisincreased adminis-
trative efficiency could extend to the government as a whole and
contribute to more effective, efficient, and open governance. Set
time frames would facilitate a predictable planning and budgeting
process and thus a better use of government resources and thus
taxpayer dollars.

Mr. Speaker, aless obvious but, in my opinion, highly important
benefit of fixed election dates would be to facilitate the recruitment
of amore qualified and more diverse set of candidates for public
office. The current system deters successful mid-career men and
women from considering public service as an elected candidate.
With unpredi ctabl e el ectionsand candidate nominationsoften taking
place in mid-summer with only several weeks notice, potential
candidates have no opportunity to discuss possible career changes
withtheir spousesor businessassociates. Fixed el ection dateswould
changeall of this. Everyonewould know in advance and could plan
accordingly.

Fixed el ection dateswould also facilitate greater civic engagement
in our province. Voters, teachers, educators, and the mediawould
benefit from the extended preparation time that would accompany
fixed election dates. Thiscould contributeto moreinformed debate
and also to increased volunteerism. By consulting with Albertans
and selecting a specified, consistent time frame that minimizes
seasonal congtraints, voters could be better able to plan in advance
for provincial elections, thus resulting in increased voter turnout as
well.

Mr. Speaker, the introduction of fixed election dates into our
system of parliamentary democracy isnot anew concept. Infact, it
has become increasingly popular across our great country. Itisa
democratic reform that has been discussed and even implemented in
severa other Canadian jurisdictions. British Columbiawasthefirst
provinceto pass|egislation mandating fixed el ection dates, in 2002,
and last May, of 2005, B.C. voterstook part in Canada s first ever
provincial election occurring on a date set by law. Newfoundland
and Ontario have also passed legidation mandating fixed election
dates, and the first such elections for both jurisdictions are set to be
held in October of 2007. Asl noted earlier, Prime Minister Stephen
Harper and his newly elected Conservative government in Ottawa
have also committed to implementing this reform at the federal
level.
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One need look no further than Alberta’s own history to see the
benefitsof fixed election dates. Since 1983 municipalitiesin Alberta
have held fixed-term elections. Mr. Speaker, | would suggest that
now is the time for members of this Assembly to engage in demo-
cratic reform and democratic renewal. Voter cynicismisat an al-
time high, and voter turnout is at an al-time low. At atime when
demands for democratic reform and enhanced accountability are
growing across Canada, the government of Albertacould and should
consider ways to address the democratic deficit. Indeed, Alberta
should be aleader.

Aswe begin our second century now as one of the most important
membersof the Canadian Confederation, we should put parti sanship
asidefor amoment. Who knowswhich party will govern Alberta50
yearsfrom now? Indeed, who knowswhat political partieswill even
existin 50 years? Hereisan opportunity to do not just what isgood
for the party but what is good for the province and not just what is
good for the next election but what is good for the next century.

After the Liberal sponsorship scandal in Quebec and the sordid
backroom dealings uncovered by the Gomery commission, Canadi-
ans and Albertans want more accountability and more honesty in
government, in all governments. Albertans have aright to expect a
best-practices regime, and we in this Assembly have the duty to
deliverit. Mr. Speaker, fixed el ection dates would be oneimportant
step in this direction, and | ask al members of the Assembly this
evening to support Motion 508.

Thank you, Mr. Speaker.

The Acting Speaker: The hon. Member for Vermilion-
Lloydminster.

Mr. Snelgrove: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. | would like to propose
an amendment to Motion 508, and | have the required number of
copies here. Can | read it now? | want to amend Motion 508 by
striking out “to introduce |egislation requiring fixed election dates
every four years or whenever the government loses the confidence
of the Assembly” and substituting “to initiate a process to study the
benefitsand di sadvantages of implementing fixed el ection dateswith
the intention of introducing legislation based on the recommenda-
tions arising from that study.”

Mr. Speaker, | think | heard the hon. Member for Foothills-Rocky
View talk about consulting with Albertans, and that, in fact, iswhat
this amendment would do. Not only do | not disagree with the hon.
member’s premise that it is a timely topic and, | think, one with
much interest, but | agree with nearly everything he said. | espe-
cialy agree with the part that says that we need to consult with
Albertans and understand how they want to approach this.

8:10

Mr. Speaker, P.E.1. just went through a referendum of sorts with
their voters talking not only about maybe fixed dates but a blended
proportional representation system. | think the government felt very
strongly that this was good, but the people turned it down very
strongly, so we aren’t aways in touch with how they want us to
approachthis. | believethat when British Columbiatalked about the
idea of fixed dates, they had a coalition of citizens set up to debate
it and talk about it and take it around the province. | think that
people felt involved then, and | think it worked very well, but I'm
not exactly sure that term limits may be the answer to voter apathy.
As the hon. member mentioned, municipal governments have been
on fixed election datesfor quite sometime, and | would suggest that
voter apathy in our municipalitiesis even worse than in the provin-
cial government electionsor federal elections. Sol’mnot surethat’s
the answer to voter apathy. | think that maybe getting in touch with

the voters and engaging them will probably bring back their
participation.

I’'m also concerned, Mr. Speaker, that if we set our dates too
restrictively, when we coincide with municipal election years or
when we happen upon the same time as a federal election, we may,
you know, kind of upset the apple cart from an unplanned thing, so
we need to talk about that. Maybe a four-year term, a four-year
term, and then a five-year term to get away from the municipal
government. | don’t know, but | think the citizens will tell us.

Mr. Speaker, | know it’s not the case with the hon. member now,
but it normally seemsthat opposition parties or partiesthat havelost
an election often try to scramble for excuses about why they didn’t
get more seats. Quite honestly, everybody runs under the same
rules. First past the post might not be perfect, but it is the same for
all parties.

Mr. Speaker, | hope the Assembly will give kind consideration to
the amendment because | think it isimportant to get out and talk
with Albertans. | know that many American states have gone to
term limits, which seems to be the next flavour of the day around
election changes, and | can tell you from many people down there
that they feel that term limits have handcuffed electors. They may
get elected in their first two years and be dealt out the second term.
They may even get acommittee chair. In their third term they may
become quite influential, but in the fourth term the administration
knows that their time is nearly done and they can ignore them
without regard for having to face them in the future. So sometimes
we do things in what we consider are the best interests, and the
resultsare not only not what we wanted there, but they’ re negatively
affected.

With that, Mr. Speaker, | would encourage all people to give
consideration to the amendment. Thank you.

TheActing Speaker: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Rutherford.

Mr. R. Miller: Well, thank you very much, Mr. Speaker. Speaking
simply to the amendment, | would like to point out — and the hon.
Member for Vermilion-LIoydminster knowsthis—that there sreally
no need for thisamendment becausethe motion, asit were, if it were
to be passed, simply urgesthe government to take action. It doesn’t
bind the government to take any action whatsoever. If it were to
pass, the government then can decide whatever course they wish to
choose. If they wish to choose some sort of a consultative process
with Albertans, which would probably be recommended, then they
can do so, but certainly there’s no need in particular to change the
wording of themotion asit now sits. Infact, al it really doesistake
away from valuable time that we could better spend debating the
actual motion itself.

| would certainly suggest that wevote against the amendment, and
I would urge al hon. membersto do the same. Thank you.

The Acting Speaker: On the amendment, the hon. Member for
Edmonton-Beverly-Clareview.

Mr.Martin: It' sinteresting, Mr. Spesker. When we get to aserious
matter here on fixed election dates, all of a sudden we' re getting an
amendment that we're going to consult. Well, you know, where
have we been? WEe' ve been advocating consulting for along period
of time. | have no objection. | think we should do very much what
British Columbiadid with their citizens' coalition. They looked at
all sorts of things beyond the four-year process. When | look at this
—we'renear theend of the session —it says, “To initiate aprocess to
study.” Well, to initiate a process. how long will that take? Then
we' | look at the advantage and disadvantage. | mean, frankly, to the
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hon. member, | seethis as putting it off rather than dealing with the
specific issue.

All we're saying here is that we would take alook. The member
is suggesting that we take a look at the four-year mandates. It
doesn’t haveto be November 17. It could be May 17 or whatever so
that they wouldn't counteract the municipal. Again, that doesn’t
preclude, as the hon. member previous said, having a study in al
sorts of situations that we should look at. But if we take this now
and just vote this out, then thisis gone down the tubes for another —
well, we' retold that we may not have afall session, and the earliest
we'd be looking at to initiate a process is probably next year.

The member previous, the Member for Foothills-Rocky View, is
right. Thereisthat cynicismout there. I’ m not suggesting that fixed
election dateswill solvedl that, but surely it’ sat least astart, to take
alook at some of these things that other provinces are taking alook
at. Then if wewant, if we pass this and should we begin to look at
it, there's nothing to say that we can’t broaden and take a look at
some other things. 1'd like to take a look at proportional rep and
some of the others. But | think this puts the whole process off for
another period of time, and | would much rather, say, takeastand on
one thing here and move on in that direction.

So for that reason | think Motion 508 is not needed, and | think it
sows down and hampers the process of looking at democratic
renewal at this particular time. | would suggest that we defeat the
motion, look at the election dates, and then if we want to from this
Legidature—| certainly don't disagree with going out to the public
and asking what they think about democratic renewal. As al
members have said, we certainly have some work to do out there
with the public, but it shouldn’t haveto be an either/or at this stage.
Let's deal with at least one concrete proposal that’s being brought
forward here by a government member without initiating a process
that may come sometime, who knows when, Mr. Speaker.

Thank you.

The Acting Speaker: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Castle
Downs.

Mr. Lukaszuk: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. It would be difficult to
speak to the amendment without speaking to the motion at the same
time. The Member for Foothills-Rocky View has brought a matter
before this Legislature, amotion, that isvery timely, and it seemsto
beamatter that’ s quite widely discussed not only in this country but
in many other jurisdictions. The matter of democratic renewal is
something that’ svery trendy at thistime and perhaps sought after by
Albertans.

The amendment that's brought forward by the Member for
Vermilion-Lloydminster is not counterproductive. As a matter of
fact, | would even argue that it further enhances the motion brought
forward by the Member for Foothills-Rocky View. It gives us now
a manner in which we can introduce the motion to the Alberta
population and how we are going to discussit and debateit and what
process it will take.

Indeed, | agree with the Member for Foothills-Rocky View.
Thereis a great deal of cynicism out there in the public, and it's
quite palpable, and that leads to alack of participation during our
elections, both provincial and federal and perhaps even municipal.
So anything we can do in this House to enhance participation, to
diminish the cynicism that exists out there in the public would be
laudable and would be required of us and aso probably, one could
argue, allow all partiesto draw ahigh quality of candidatestorunin
€l ections, which again would benefit Albertansfromall perspectives
and on a nonpartisan basis.

But, Mr. Speaker, there are some issues that will have to be

considered, and those are the issues that will be addressed by the
amendment by way of consultation. For example, the Member for
Vermilion-Lloydminster addressed avery seriousissue of collusion
between both municipal and provincial elections. Y ou know, one
could argue that in Alberta we already have preset election dates
because when one looks historically, at least over a couple of
decades, we have them every four years almost without exception.
But we know that it's counterproductive both on amunicipa level
and aprovincial level to have two el ections running simultaneously
or nearly simultaneously. That perhapswould even further deterio-
rate participation in elections.

So what we may have to do by way of consultation is examine
whether there is arequirement to amend the municipal act now and
somehow offset by way of a formula or mechanism the municipal
elections from the provincial, and those are things that | would like
to hear about.

8:20

| think that it's an enhancement to amend the motion and to
require public consultation because | don’t think we have amonop-
oly on knowledge in this particular House. | don't think we have a
monopoly on understanding the system. There are many other
jurisdictions out there in the Commonwealth that have been
experimenting with such renewals, with such initiatives, some to
their success, some to their detriment. | think that those are
experiences on which we should be drawing. Most importantly, we
should be asking Albertans how they feel about it, what their ideas
are, and if we are to go ahead with this— | personally think that we
ought to — how they would like to see it entrenched into Alberta
legislation.

So | will support the amendment most definitely because it gives
usaprocess. | think that we should have acommittee of experts out
there consulting with Albertans, asking Albertans, asking experts,
academia and others, within our province to tell us how we should
proceed with it, but at the same time, notwithstanding the amend-
ment to the motion, | will also support the motion in principle
because | think it'svery timely.

The partisanship of our politics very often makesfor good theatre,
Mr. Speaker, and makes for good columns in newspapers, and that
is good because at least it gets Albertans involved on that level.
They read about it. But we also have to give Albertans some
predictability and let them know that even though historically we
have partisanship, this province is run in avery methodical manner
and that elections can be depended on and happen aways at the
same time and that Albertans can prepare for them.

So | support both the amendment, Mr. Speaker, and themotionin
principle. Thank you.

The Acting Speaker: On the amendment, the hon. Member for
Drayton Valley-Camar.

Rev. Abbott: Well, thank you, Mr. Speaker. | am pleased to have
the opportunity to rise this evening and address the Assembly on
Motion 508, fixed election dates. | understand that the Oilers just
tied the game, so it’s 2-al.

The mechanics of any political system must out of necessity
operate in away which best engages and reflects the wishes of the
peopleit governs. In Albertal think that we've doneafinejob . . .

The Acting Speaker: Hon. member, we are on the amendment.

Rev. Abbott: I’'m speaking on the amendment, yeah. Like the hon.



1170

Alberta Hansard

May 1, 2006

Member for Edmonton-Castle Downs you first must talk about the
motion before you can talk about the amendment.

In Alberta | think that we've done a fine job in fulfilling the
second part of this obligation. Of course, the results more than
speak for themselves. The wishes of Albertans are reflected very
well indeed in this Assembly, but the engagement of our citizensin
the political process seems to be in a downward spira. Voter
turnout continuesto decrease, and political apathy isbecoming more
and more common. A pollster phoned a house one day and asked
the resident: what is the biggest barrier to political involvement
today, ignorance or apathy? The resident angrily replied as he hung
up the phone: | don’t know, and | don’t care. With Motion 508 as
amended, | believe that we are being presented with an opportunity
to take positive steps towards resolving this problem.

Obviously, studying the creation of fixed election dates will not
be the only solution. Like any other problem, there are several
factors which must be considered. Like most of the issues we deal
with in this Assembly, the matter of electoral reform is extremely
complex and doesn’t lend itself to generalizations or quick fixes. |
do believe, however, that fixed-term electionswould beastepin the
right direction or, as the amendment says, at least something worth
considering.

Encouraging aspecific and | egislated el ectoral timelinewould not
only go a long way toward restoring public faith in the political
system; it might also serve to increase the productivity of govern-
ment aswell. How so? Well, one of the biggest factors would be
theremoval of the election cycle uncertainty with the establishment
of aset date. Inthebusinessworld deadlines serveto set adefinitive
framework in which stated tasks must be accomplished. They
provide motivation, and they allow employees to more effectively
manage and distribute their time. That’s not to say that our current
electoral system breeds inefficiency. Quite the opposite. Whether
an election is caled in the next day or the next two years, | myself
and each one of my colleagues will still be working as hard as we
possibly can to represent the wishes of our constituents. We will
continue to achieve great things on behalf of Albertans, but | think
a fixed election date would help us to work more effectively and
achieve even more.

The Alberta government was the first in Canada to adopt the
practice of producing three-year business plans for each ministry.
Thiswas an innovative ideain 1993 and remains an excellent idea
today, Mr. Speaker. These plans serve to not only showcase the
clear and definitive direction of ministries; they aso provide an
organizationa performance framework that increases both produc-
tivity and public confidence. Now, thisis only one example of the
Albertagovernment’ slong-standing dedication to political account-
ability and results-based improvement, a tradition that we can and
must continue to build upon.

To guarantee that the people of Albertawill continue to benefit
from atransparent and accountable government, we must continue
to find new ways to adapt to changing demands and perceptions.
Thus, the organi zational framework imposed by fixed election dates
as stated in the amended motion could serve in much the same
fashion as government business plans. The establishment of a set
time frame in which to work could enable the government to more
aggressively develop and pursue its stated objectives. This drive
could inspire voters to become more involved, which in turn could
inspire more action. The cycle, once begun, would be self-perpetu-
ating, theend result being . . .

TheActing Speaker : Hon. member, Edmonton-Rutherfordisrising
on apoint of order.

Point of Order
Relevance

Mr.R. Miller: Thank you very much, Mr. Speaker. In our Standing
Orders where we're talking about debate on an amendment, 20(2)
reads, “ A member, other than themover, speaking to the amendment
must confine debate to the subject of the amendment.” | would
submit that the amendment specifically talks about removing the
clause that says“introduce legislation” and then refersto “initiate a
process to study the benefits.” | would expect that the Speaker
would ask al membersto do asthe Standing Orders ask, and that is
to speak directly to what the amendment is asking us to do so that
then we can vote on the amendment, yea or nay, and proceed with
debate on the main motion.
Thank you.

The Acting Speaker: On the point of order, the hon. Member for
Drayton Valley-Calmar.

Rev. Abbott: Yeah, on the point of order, Mr. Speaker. I've
mentioned the amended motion several times. |I'm trying to put
some argument in for why | agree with the amended motion. | gave
the hon. member the courtesy of speaking without interrupting him
on apoint of order, and | would hope that he would do the same for
me. I'm simply speaking to the motion as amended because |
believe that the amendment should be supported. |1've made that
case several times. I'vemadeit very clear that I’ mtalking about the
amended motion, and | would like to proceed with my speech.

The Acting Speaker: Anybody else on the point of order?

Mr. Snelgrove: Mr. Speaker, on themotion that we amended, asthe
hon. member across said — he didn’t finish the amended part, that
said that we would continue to introduce legislation. | think his
point of order about this deleting legislation isincorrect. Infact, the
amended motion still says, “With the intention of introducing
legidlation based on the recommendations arising from that study.”

Quite simply, Mr. Spesker, I'm saying to consult Albertans and
then introduce legiglation, like the hon. member istalking about, as
opposed to simply going ahead and introducing legidation without
consulting.

The Acting Speaker: Anybody else on the point of order?

Hon. members, today we were dealing with a motion, and an
amendment was brought forward by thehon. Member for Vermilion-
Lloydminster. We are governed by the Standing Orders, that each
one of us has subscribed to. As the hon. Member for Edmonton-
Rutherford pointed out, Standing Order 20(2) states, “A member,
other than the mover, speaking to the amendment must confine
debate to the subject of the amendment.”

Those are the Standing Orders. | am a servant of this Assembly,
and it’smy job to enforce the Standing Orders, that each one of you
has approved. | agreethat thereisapoint of order, and I’ll caution
everybody who is speaking. | have alist of people who wanted to
speak on the motion that was before us, and then an amendment
came forward, and anybody can speak. Technicaly we have 10
minutes at atime for a person to speak, and once the clock runs out
at 9 o' clock, debate stops, we call for avote, and that’s how it will
happen. | would caution everybody else who wantsto speak on the
amendment to stick to the amendment that’s before us.

The hon. Member for Drayton Valley-Calmar.

Rev. Abbott: Well, thank you, Mr. Speaker. Had that point of order
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not happened, my speech would have long been over by now, but |
will finish it anyway.

8:30 Debate Continued

Rev. Abbott: While | enthusiastically support in principle the
concept of fixed-term elections as proposed by the amended Motion
508, | think we must also give any future legislation to this end a
great deal of careful consideration. That's why | agree with this
amendment, Mr. Speaker.

I’ ve touched on some of the potentia benefits, but we also must
be acutely aware of the very rea negative consequences that could
accompany any hasty or ill-conceived changes to the Election Act.
The objective of electoral reforms is the improvement of the
democratic process. As such, they must only be legislated after
careful consideration and an objective consideration of all possible
implications. That's why | agree with the amendments to Motion
508.

Thisevening' sdebate on this motion has been vital in thisregard,
and | certainly look forward to hearing the remainder of it. Thank
you, Mr. Speaker.

The Acting Speaker: Anybody else on the amendment?
The hon. Minister of Municipal Affairs.

Mr. Renner: Well, thank you very much, Mr. Spesker. It's a
pleasure for me to rise and speak in favour of the amendment. |
want to talk specifically about what the public consultation as
suggested by this amendment would deal with. | think that in order
to do so, it’s important to put this issue into context and to under-
stand that while | certainly am sympathetic to the original motionin
that there are some prosinvolved with fixed el ection dates, there are
also some cons. | think it's important that we put thisinto context.
I"d like to talk alittle bit about the pros and cons and then at that
point, | think, elucidateto all of the memberswhy it simportant that
we consider the amendment’ s proposal; that is, to initiate a process
todiscussandin oneway or another study the benefitsand disadvan-
tages of implementing the fixed election dates.

It's important for all members to understand that a number of
other provinces, including British Columbia, Ontario, and New-
foundland, have each passed |egidation setting fixed election dates.
The federal government has also commented on it and isin favour
of fixed election dates for federal elections although no amending
legidlation has been introduced. New Brunswick, Manitoba, P.E.I.,
Quebec, and Saskatchewan have all mused to various degrees but
have not set out any specificsto the best of my knowledge. Finally,
of course, municipa elections, which I'm extremely familiar with,
here in Alberta are held on fixed dates.

Thereareanumber of factorsweighingin favour of the opposition
to or the implementation of fixed election datesin Alberta. On the
positiveside, planning for electionswould be easier, particularly for
the Chief Electoral Officer, who'd also be ableto conduct enumera-
tion, hireand train staff, and produce el ection materials all based on
a preset schedule. Citizens may be better able to plan and to
participate or involve themselvesin the election process, not just as
voters but also as possible candidates or, certainly, asvolunteers. It
would also prevent a scenario in which existing governments can
manipul ate the process to either extend their timein office or find a
more strategic time for an election depending upon the i ssues of the
day. Political parties may be better able to attract qualified candi-
dates willing to serve knowing that they could better plan their
career and persond lives around the certainty of when an electionis
coming. There are some very positive aspects to this that | think

could improve accountability to the public. In fact, in 2004
Environics Research Group reported that 81 per cent of Canadians
preferred that federal elections be held on a fixed date every four
years.

There are, Mr. Speaker, aso some factors that can be seen as
negative to the holding of elections on set dates. Primarily, thereis
some thought that setting fixed el ection dates might have the effect
of extending the campaign season. Rather than a concerted cam-
paign focus from the moment the writ is dropped, there' s afear that
el ectioneering could begin by some eager candidates months before
the set date. The worry is that some candidates, and in particular
incumbent candidates, could lose focus on the issues of governance
and instead put all their energiesinto getting elected or, in the case
of incumbents, re-elected. It may also increase the risk that an
Alberta election could be scheduled at the same time as the federal
election athough thisyear | think we had an opportunity to see that
that can be worked around.

So there are a number of initiatives, | think, that we should give
pause for thought that complement the amendment that’ s before us,
suggesting that we should implement a study to have alook at the
benefits and disadvantages of implementing the system.

Now, Mr. Speaker, if the determination is made that the election
dates are appropriate for provincial electionsin Alberta, consider-
ation ought aso to be given to the question of whether the dates
should be completely fixed or whether more flexibility is appropri-
ate. Themoreflexibledate, perhaps specifying aone-month or two-
month period in which an election must be held, providesflexibility
to deal with unforeseen circumstances in away that the completely
fixed date, such as athird Monday in November, does not.

Secondly, we would also want to give consideration as to what
would happenif the Legislatureisdissolved in aperiod between one
fixed election date and the next. |sthe election date unchangeable
and unaffected, or would it simply renew itself on afour-year basis?
In that case, Mr. Speaker, there may be some issues around the
inflexibility of that fixed date, so my earlier comment would apply.

Again, these are the kinds of issues that | think this study would
have to take into account. Any kind of legislation that would be
introduced would have to teke al of these kinds of issues into
account.

Mr. Speaker, on fina thought, | think we should give some rea
good thought as to whether or not fixed election dates should be
considered as part of a more comprehensive package of electoral
reform. Currently, as members know, the Chief Electoral Officer
has brought electoral reform issues to the attention of our all-party
Committee on Legidative Offices. | might suggest that this
committee or acommittee similar to this committee may well bethe
processthat membersmight want to consider should thisamendment
be approved tonight.

| encourage members to support theamendment and give some of
my ideas, my thoughts alittle bit of thought of their own when they
make their decision on how they should feel towards this amend-
ment.

TheActing Speaker : Thehon. Member for Edmonton-Mill Woods.

Mrs. Mather: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. I, too, will look at the
amendment to amotion that | consider to be very important. | want
to thank the hon. Member for Foothills-Rocky View for bringing the
motion forward and for this opportunity now to discuss the amend-
ment. The motion is to establish fixed election dates for general
electionsin Alberta. Theimpact of that would beto makethetiming
of elections nonpartisan, thereby increasing accountability of
government to the electorate and to provide certainty to the elector-
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ate as to when elections will be during arelatively convenient time
of year. Now, this amendment, which | oppose, is stating that
there’'s uncertainty and we need to find out more about what our
electorate are thinking.

| believe that Alberta has a democratic deficit. Thisis something
that's discussed quite openly in our province. The causes are
complex and require multiple changes. This change that was
suggested in the motion before the amendment of course won't fix
everything, and it certainly won't doit overnight, but it’ sagood way
to begin the process of increasing accountability and reducing voter
cynicism.

I know that anational poll in May 2004 found that 81 per cent of
Canadians want fixed election dates. There are all kinds of exam-
plesin this country of provinces addressing the question of fixed
election dates. B.C. and Ontario have already implemented fixed
election dates. B.C. already had itsfirst fixed election on May 17,
2005. New Brunswick’ sCommission on L egislative Democracy has
recommended fixed election dates on the third Monday in October.
The P.E.l. government and the opposition leaders have aso indi-
cated support. Fixed election dates were part of the Conservative
Party of Canada platform. Saskatchewan and Quebec have also
engaged in significant discussions about electoral reform.

We know already that fixed election dates exist at the municipal
level and that that works very well. | think that this amendment,
which would delay something that’s very important and, to me,
clearly needed, is unnecessary.

Leaving the calling of elections entirely at the discretion of the
sitting government means that elections can be called when it's
politically convenient. Electionsshould beabout theregular process
of holding governments accountable. They should be held on the
electorate’ stimetable, not thegovernment’s, and | believethat that’s
what thismotion isal about. | don’t think that we need to delay it
by accepting this amendment.

8:40

Considering thefour-year timelinethat issuggested in themotion,
in practice the average maximum in most jurisdictions has tended to
be approximately four years. Therefore, | think that in practice this
will not make elections more frequent. This is about certainty,
predictability, and accountability, greater certainty to the voting
process for parties, candidates, and voters.

| believe women's groups in particular have indicated that this
would help more women candidates plan to run for office. Greater
ability to plan and certainty about the term could well attract greater
quality of candidates and perhapsreduce cynicismrelated to partisan
timing of elections. Fixed datesare part of abroader attack on voter
apathy and declining voter turnout. Fixed dates could be co-
ordinated with greater nonpartisan public information campaigns,
particularly for first-time voters. There are many more pros that |
can see, and | still want to reiterate that in terms of this amendment
| believeit is unnecessary.

When you look at this idea of having fixed election dates as a
breakthrough in Canada, it’ s actually quite commonplace el sewhere
intheworld. Inlooking at Fixing Canada s Unfixed Election Dates,
Henry Milner assembl ed pertinent information ontherulesregarding
election dates in some 40 democracies world-wide. Only a quarter
have unfixed election dates, another reason why | oppose this
amendment, which would delay something that | think is urgently
needed to begin to address our democratic deficit.

Would Canadian democracy be better served if Parliament and
the other provinces adopted fixed voting dates, following the lead of

BC? After examining the standard arguments, Milner finds that on

balance the fairness and administrative efficiency of fixed elections
outweigh the added cost due to longer campaigns. More impor-
tantly, he argues, fixed election dates can be an important element
in acomprehensive strategy to address the democratic deficit. They
can help remove seasonal obstacles to voting, reduce voter cynicism
at the manipulation of election dates for partisan ends, and attract
more representative candidates — especially women — by allowing
them to plan well in advance.

Beyond this, fixed election dates could enhance the effective-
ness of a variety of measures designed to actively boost voter
turnout. The planning and staging of public events, such as
seminars, adult education activities, and public information
campaigns, [forums] to raise interest and involvement in public
affairs can only benefit from having the date of the next election in
View.

I know from the high school aspect that knowing when an election
would come would help plan curriculum that would provoke some
interest and some participation in the el ection process, whereas now
thereis always uncertainty, and then they get avery little bit of time
to start planning forums and that sort of thing.

With young people voting less, civics education is a key measure.

With fixed voting days [| believe that] teaching civics could be more
effective. In planning the content of civics courses targeting the young
people who are about to become citizens and voters, educators would
know the dates of the upcoming federal and provincia elections. . . so
they could better incorporate these elements and line up knowledgeable
resource people for their classes.

Milner recommends that a precise election date be adopted. He
argues in favour of early fall for the date, explaining that formal
campai gning would thus begin in mid-August, which marksthe end
of the vacation period and the beginning of the political season.
Third, in case of a premature election he recommends

an arrangement like the one chosen by BC and Ontario, under which
the calendar resumes with the next regular election, in the fourth
calendar year following the unscheduled election.

So, again, wealready have peoplein this country moving forward,
taking stepsto addressthisdeficit. | don’t think there’ sany question
that the appetite is there from the electorate. So, again, | am not
supporting this amendment.

A number of arguments have been advanced in favour of change,
and the most common critique of unfixed voting dateshasto do with
fairness. Why should the party in power have a special advantage
in planning electoral strategy due to its inside knowledge of when
the next election will teke place? Why should its leaders be
permitted to timean election to exploit conditionsfavourableto their
re-election? Governments without fixed elections can manipulate
economic policy and election dates so as to face voters at atime
most conducive to attaining their electoral objectives.

Asl conclude, | think Canadians are demanding changesin ethics
and in accountability. They want a strong Canada resting on
ethically based democraticinstitutions. They want honesty, fairness,
and transparency to be the rule, not the exception in political life.
Wherever we can, we must put an end to backroom opportunismin
politics. | believethat this motion isaworthy one, that it answers a
need. | do not support the amendment because | think this motion
is important. We should support it now as an important step to
address our democratic deficit.

Thank you.

The Acting Speaker: On the amendment. The hon. Member for
Cypress-Medicine Hat, followed by Edmonton-Ellerslie.

Mr. Mitzel: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. 1'd like to thank the hon.
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Member for Vermilion-Lloydminster for proposing an amendment
to Motion 508 as proposed by the hon. Member for Foothills-Rocky
View. Anamendment to initiate a process to study the benefits and
disadvantages of having fixed election dates is very important, |
think. Thereare commentsfrom Albertathat we have not consulted
with Albertans, and it isthe processthis government has put forward
that we will consult with Albertans on issues as important asthis. |
don’t believe we have consulted with Albertans on this.

Take, for instance, Mr. Speaker, municipal governments, urban
and rural. They have not been consulted, and | know that they have
fixed elections. By looking ahead, | think they would like to see
what effect this would have on their particular elections because
their electionsarein three-year cycles. If ourswere perhapsin four-
year cycles, there certainly are times when they’re going to overlap
each other and perhaps happen in the same year. Depending on the
time it may happen in the same time of year. People certainly have
spoken to mewhen I’ ve met with them about having afixed election
date so that they knew what would happen ahead, but at the same
time| don’t think that they’ ve been given the pros and consfor this.
I think they want to know what would happen if, in fact, there were
fixed elections, both pros and cons.

| think that people are not necessarily happy with elections. Take
2004, for example. Therewerethree electionsin 2004. By thetime
the provincia election came around, people were very tired of
elections, and | think that we have to probably believe that the poor
voter turnout had something to do with thefact that thiswasthethird
election that they had goneto in that year.

So, Mr. Speaker, | think that we have to consult with Albertans.
We haveto listen to what they have to say and listen to the pros and
cons on this before we go ahead with something that could be very
detrimental .

The Acting Speaker: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Ellerdlie.

Mr. Agnihotri: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. It'smy great pleasure to
rise and spesk against the amendment urging the government “to
initiate a process to study the benefits and disadvantages of imple-
menting fixed election dates with the intention of introducing
legislation based on the recommendations arising from that study.”
There are |ots of reasons.

First of all, as my colleague aready mentioned, thisis not a bill;
this is a motion. A motion is adways urging the government to
consider. Okay. So the member from Lloydminster in this amend-
ment is urging the government. This is not a hill, but this is a
motion.

8:50

The second point | want to raise is that 81 per cent of the poll is
in favour of the reforms. Thisisthe CBC. | mean, | read it in the
paper along time ago. As one of the speakers aready mentioned,
there are at least six or seven provinces considering adopting this
reform. | commend the hon. Member for Foothills-Rocky View for
introducing this motion. | think we need sweeping reforms in
Canadaaswell as Alberta, and thisisagood motion. | think instead
of just introducing amendments which are according to me not
needed at this time — anyway, we are dealing with this amendment.

This particular issue, thisparticular motion isanonpartisan issue,
and we should all consider it very seriously because, as| said, 81 per
cent of the people all over Canada — 41 countries throughout the
world, their lower parliaments, Legisatures, have adopted this
reform, and | don’t know why we need to study the benefits and
disadvantages. | mean, thisis not the right step. | think that this
motion, this idea is badly needed at this moment. If we pass this

motion, I'm urging the government to consider these fixed datesfor
general elections. If there's a minority government, then it's an
exceptional case.

As the member has aready said, most of the civic governments
have already adopted this reform. | don’t know of any reason why
we need a study. | mean, the government studies so many other
issues, and we spend lots of money. After that, if you seetherecord,
even after spending lots of money, westill couldn’t implement those
studies.

| request that the member withdraw this amendment. | think it's
not agood idea because 40 countriesin the world have this system,
and we badly need the sweeping reforms not only in election dates
but electoral reforms. There are so many other things we can
introduce at alater stage.

Other things | want to discuss are some pros and cons about this
motion. The greater certainty in the voting process for the parties,
candidates, al the voters. Women's groups in particular have
indicated that this could help morewomen candidates plan to run for
office. | think thisis an excellent idea. If we have a fixed date, it
will solve so many problems, especially in the electoral system. A
greater ability to plan. Certainty about the term could well attract a
greater quality of candidates — | think one of the other speskers
already mentioned this—and reduce cynicism related to the partisan
timing of the election.

Fixed dates are part of the broader attack on voter apathy and
declining voter turnout. We see that not in this election but in the
2000 federa election therewas only an 18 per cent turnout between
the ages of 18 to 20, so if it helps the the young generation to come
out and participate in the election system, | think it's a good idea.
Fixed dates can be co-ordinated with the greater nonpartisan public
information campaigns, particularly for first-time voters. It also
improves accountability, transparency, and judgment of the voters
based strictly on the record over a set period, not after economic
upturnor politically motivated spending. Thevoting processismore
accessible to certain voters based on the seasonal case availability.

Mr. Speaker, if we stick with this motion, we will have better
electoral planning by election authorities, including ensuring an up-
to-datevoterslist for each election. Fixed election datescan provide
for co-ordination with the otherwise costly by-election. A certain set
deadline to achieve things would focus the minds of a sitting
government.

As we all know, the present government here in Alberta is not
choosing the fall election date sometimes for the sake of voters but
for their own political purposes. It's time to stop playing politics
with the election dates. | think that’sthe idea, that we have afixed
election date. Calling an election less than four years into their
mandate sends voters to the polls unnecessarily. | think it's
ridiculous. | mean, we should look at it very seriously. The Alberta
Liberal plan for democratic reform seeks to end the era of a closed-
door government. Our first move would be to establish fixed dates
for elections as the hon. member — | mean, | commend him for
introducing this motion and asking the government to look into it.
Elections should be held on fixed dates that suit the democratic
wishes of Albertans, not the government. At this moment the
government always sees which way they benefit. They call the
election whenever it is suitable for them. Thisisnot right. Weare
elected by the people, and we should always listen to the wishes of
Albertans.

The Alberta Liberal plan for the fixed election dates calls for
elections to be held on the same day every four years. The day
would be determined by an al-party committee. Under this plan
Albertans could count on being able to hold the government to
account at regular, consistent intervals. The government wants an
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early election for al the wrong reasons. Suppose auto insurance
pricesaregoing up. The government sometimes delaysthe election.
Sometimes they call the election early. | mean, they are playing
political games.

The Acting Speaker: On the amendment, the hon. Member for
Foothills-Rocky View.

Dr. Morton: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. | agree with Lloyd from
Lloydminster that afuller public consultation would be appropriate.
It would enhance my motion, so | consider that a friendly amend-
ment and would encourage people to support it.

I’d like to respond to one criticism brought by the hon. Minister
of Municipa Affairs that fixed election dates might lead to longer
campaigns, and | draw the Assembly’ sattention to arecent comment
by Peter Dobell, who is the founding director of the Parliamentary
Centre, an organization that studies parliamentary reform projects.
He regjects the argument that fixed election dates will lead to longer
campaigns. He saysthat the longer American campaigns are driven
by the need to rai selarge sums of money, which doesn’t apply at the
federa level because of public financing and applies with not much
forceat theprovincial level because of the smaller amountsrequired.

9:00

To conclude, I’d like to thank the other members of the Assembly
and especially members of the opposition parties for their contribu-
tions to this debate and urge all members to support the motion as
amended.

Thank you.

[Motion on amendment carried)]

The Acting Speaker: Anybody else on the motion as amended?
The hon. Member for Edmonton-Rutherford.

Mr. R. Miller: Thank you very much, Mr. Speaker. I’ve chosen to
do thingsin the correct order tonight.

I know that | don’t have very much time left, but | would like to
speak to the motion itself, Motion 508, as recently amended by this
House. | find myself by and large agreeing with the Member for
Foothills-Rocky View, which doesn’t happen very often. It would-
n’t havehappened thisafternoon, but certainly most of hiscomments
tonight | can agreewith. | would only suggest that we should extend
thedebate to include the entire openness and accountability package
which has been tabled in the federal Parliament by his Conservative
cousins.

A lot of the points have been touched on already tonight, Mr.
Speaker, but | would like to point out just acouple of them. | really
do believe that thisis an idea whose time has come. As somebody
mentioned earlier — | believe it was a minister from the other side,
talking about the Environics poll in May 2004 that showed that 81
per cent of Canadians favour moving towards fixed election dates.
Certainly, that would coincide with what | hear on the doorstep.

There was alot of discussion about encouraging voter participa-
tion. One of the things that we saw most recently in Albertain the
2004 el ection was some voter confusion over the fact that we'd had
three elections so close, in fact within aperiod of six months. You
throw the U.S. federal presidential election into that mix, and there
was alot of confusion. One of the comments | heard time and time
again was. “Why are we having an election right now? It's only
three and a half years since the last one.”

I think, clearly, that if you look at the example of municipal
elections, it's been shown for many years that fixed election dates

work. People know when to expect an election. In fact, Mr.
Speaker, I'm not going to suggest that they build their lives around
an election date, but certainly it’s not uncommon to hear instances
where people accommodate an election date by deferring their
leaving on holidays or making sure that they participate in an
advance poll before an election, that sort of thing. Often if an
electionissort of sprung on us by surprise, those sorts of accommo-
dations aren’t even necessarily possible or, at least, the task may
becometoo onerous. I’'mthinking of snowbirds, for example. When
they’ re spending the winters away in the south, thereis an opportu-
nity for them to votein an election, but the processis such that often
they choose not to be bothered with it because it takes a little too
much timeand effort. So anything we can do that would encourage
people to beinvolved and give them the opportunity to be involved
more readily, certainly | would support that, and indeed the entire
opposition caucus would support that.
There was some talk about extending . . .

The Acting Speaker: | hesitate to interrupt the hon. Member for
Edmonton-Rutherford, but pursuant to Standing Order 8(4), which
provides for up to five minutes for the sponsor of a motion other
than a government motion to close debate, | would invite the hon.
Member for Foothills-Rocky View to close debate on Motion 508 as
amended.

Dr. Morton: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. As| mentioned earlier, one
of the great virtues of our parliamentary systemisitsability to adapt
to changing circumstances. The experiences in British Columbia,
Ontario, and Newfoundland show that in responseto voter cynicism
and a declining interest in political elections, fixed election dates
offer not acomplete but apartial remedy to that problem and a step
forward in addressing the democratic deficit. | think that these
concerns apply with just as much force in Alberta as they do at the
national level, and | think that the motion as amended tonight
addresses that concern and deserves the support of the members.

Again, I'll just thank all membersfor their remarksand urgethem
to support the motion as amended. Thank you.

[Motion Other than Government Motion 508 as amended carried]

TheActing Speaker: Hon. members, anumber of you werelooking
at mewhen the clock struck 9. Just for your information, according
to our Standing Orders we have 60 minutesfor debate on the motion
itself. We had apoint of order that took about four or five minutes
away from the debate, and that’ swhy we went beyond the 9 o’ clock
mark, to complete the 60 minutes.

head: Government Motions

Addressto the L egislative Assembly
by the Governor General

18. Mr. Renner moved on behalf of Mr. Zwozdesky:

Be it resolved that the Assembly invite Her Excellency the
Right Honourable Michaélle Jean, CC, CMM, COM, CD,
Governor General of Canada, to the floor of this Chamber to
address the Legidative Assembly on Thursday, May 4, 2006,
and that this address be the first order of business after Prayers
and that the ordinary business of the Assembly will resume
upon the conclusion of Her Excellency’ saddress. Beit further
resolved that Her Excellency’s address become part of the
permanent record of the Assembly.

[Government Motion 18 carried]
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head: Government Billsand Orders related to this bill, to applaud the minister for proposing the
Second Reading environment endowment fund, a fund which is long overdue and

Bill 29 would be much supported by this caucus, fully funded by industry,

Environmental Protection and
Enhancement Amendment Act, 2006

[Adjourned debate April 25: Mr. Mitzel]

The Acting Speaker: The hon. Member for Calgary-Mountain
View.

Dr. Swann: Well, thank you, Mr. Spesker. 1t'smy pleasureto stand
and speak to Bill 29, Environmental Protection and Enhancement
Amendment Act, 2006. | welcome the opportunity to encourage
enhancementsto our environmental protection in Alberta. | believe
agood deal of thishill providesmeaningful strengthening of existing
legislation, particularly in relation to emission controls, trading,
codes of practice for low-risk activities, accessibility to sound
environmental information.

However, | do have some read concerns about one area of
legislation, that of contaminated sites and their management. The
Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act requires the
reporting and immediate cleanup of spillsand accidental contamina-
tion when it occurs. The principle of polluter responsibility and
polluter accountability for costs of cleanup isfundamental and must
be strengthened, not weskened. | will therefore be bringing forward
severa suggestionsto try to ensure that such isthe case, to strength-
en already good |egid ation under the Environmental Protection and
Enhancement Act and the amendments proposed there.

Mr. Speaker, Albertans are increasingly anxious about the
accelerating rate of industrial development in Alberta, particularly
in thistime of booming oil and gas prices and the headlong rush for
profits. Weaready have over 350,000 oil and gasinstallations here
and over 370,000 kilometres of pipelinesin various states of aging
and corrosion. Our air, water, and soil are under threat, and we must
takethisthreat very seriously now. Monitoring isshowing progres-
sive degradation of water, both surface and groundwater, and soil
loss and contamination in relation to industrial activity. Virtualy
every section of this province has now got signs of human activity.

9:10

Albertans have placed their trust in Alberta Environment as the
regulatory authority to establish science-based standards beyond
which contamination will not be allowed and to which industry will
be held accountable. New bills must move the protection and
enhancement agenda forward and ensure that our children and
grandchildren have access to wildlands in perpetuity, species
protected rather than diminished, and the natural capital of our
landscapes, which are valued for both monetary and quality of life
purposes.

Anintegrated |and-use plan and framework is absol utely essential
for us to establish the kinds of priorities and protection that our
environment and our human interests and values need. The natural
history of human incursion across the land both here and el sewhere
is consistently and progressively damaging. For us not to move
forward with stronger |egislation to ensure sustainabl e devel opment
measured in economic, social, and environmental terms would be a
travesty of our roleasregul atorsand managersand custodiansof this
infinitely valuable legacy that we inherited and must pass on to our
offspring. Therefore, we must, in amending the Environmental
Protection and Enhancement Act and other legislation on the
environment, ensure that we do not in any way weaken our capacity
to monitor, analyze, and hold accountabl e those people, companies,
and organizations that allow release of contaminating substances.

Let me take the opportunity at this time, though not directly

and again in keeping with the responsibility of industry to clean up
adverse effects.

The Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act, 1994, dedls
with the release of substances into the environment and sets out
requirements for the reporting of such releases to Alberta Environ-
ment related to air, water, and soil. These have to be addressed and
even more consistently enforced. Further on in one of the sections
under the Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act, and |
quote: The director, in an approval, may specify more stringent
limits than are in the substance rel ease regulation but may not relax
thelimits. Itisexpected that substance releases to the environment
will beminimized by applying pollution prevention practicesand the
best use of available demonstrated pollution technology.

Several elements, then, are missing from this Bill 29, and | would
seek over the next couple of days to work with the minister, to talk
about some possible amendments which have to do with the
following issues.

Number one, to ensure that al spills are reported promptly and
cleaned as soon as possible, not postponing them for years without
orders or prosecution and cleaned up at the whim of the business or
industry.

Secondly, more and more contaminated sites are deemed too
expensive to clean up to equivalent land use, to be free of contami-
nation, and are therefore alowed to follow what is termed a risk
management approach, which means covering the contaminated soil
in many cases — and thisis being suggested for the old Hub Oil site
in Calgary —and then monitoring the groundwater around the siteto
see whether any leakage actually occurs off site or into the ground-
water. Thisisnot responsiblecleanup, andit’ snot holding responsi-
ble parties accountable for equivalent land-use reclamation.

Thirdly, under the amendments companieswill be ableto transfer
acontaminated siteto amunicipality in lieu of back taxesor asagift
or where the site is orphaned; that is, has lost its owner. Albertans
expect that where those lands are contaminated, they be properly
reclaimed and the soil remediated before any such transfer. Thisis
consistent with the principles of polluter paying and polluter
accountability.

Fourthly, under the amendments inspectors would be given the
responsibility of assessing contaminated sites. It’'s not clear that
there would be at least a minimum basic set of guidelines for them
to follow, beyond which they would have some discretion, but that
minimum baseline set of criteria must be there. If thisis the case,
there could clearly be inconsistent reclamation and inadequate
reclamation in some cases. | would want to ensure that that was not
part of the intention of this amendment.

Finally, the passing of authority for site assessment and certifica-
tion to appointed inspectors as opposed to staff within the depart-
ment would raise the question of potential political conflict of
interest and political appointments. | think all of uswould agreethat
we must avoid this as much as possible.

Mr. Spesker, | think those summarize my main concerns, and |
would welcome some opportunity for further discussion on those
points. Thank you.

The Acting Speaker: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Beverly-
Clareview.

Mr. Martin: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. There are certainly some
good parts to the bill, but there are some things that are a little
disconcerting. Perhapsit’s because we need more information.
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The bill isamagjor bill bringing forth six amendments, and as |
say, most of it would probably be good, but there are some concerns
that we have. | would liketo put them out, Mr. Speaker, perhapsfor
some more debate or amendments in the committee stage.

The proposed amendment relating to the minister’s right to
delegate to any person a great many of the minister’s duties and
obligations is somewhat disconcerting. | know that theintention is
that it may give Alberta Environment the flexibility to work closely
with environmental experts of great renown such as Dr. Schindler,
for example, but what is to prevent this partnering from occurring
with so-called environmental experts tied to the oil industry? In
other words, what oversight is available and guaranteed to prevent
conflict of interest in such partnering?

| would point out, Mr. Speaker, that the Environmental Law
Centre has contacted the Minister of Environment’ soffice, I'mtold,
to discuss its concerns with Bill 29. | believe that they have
recommended — and it seems to me to make some sense — a public
registry of all delegations and transfers of power aswell as guaran-
teed access to all accompanying documentation: contracts, agree-
ments, et cetera. Such an amendment would recognize that it may
bebeneficial for AlbertaEnvironment to partner with variousgroups
and individuals in certain situations yet recognize that public
accountability, guaranteed by such aregistry, would help to ensure
not only the judicious use of delegation but proper completion of
statutory obligations as del egated.

| guess my question would be: that hasgone, my understandingis,
to the Minister of Environment, and | wonder if the hon. member
would be discussing such amendments relating to the public
accountability of delegated powers. | think that if they did that, they
could follow the purpose of having more flexibility of dealing with
known expertsin the area, but also there would be some recognition
to the public that thiswas not being abused. So | wonder if at some
point he would at least comment if they're taking alook at that.

The government press rel ease announces that “another proposed
changewill improve programs for reclamation of coal and oil sands
mines, and ensure progressi ve and ongoing reclamation of thesesites
is promoted and acknowledged.” Well, nobody is going to argue
with that, but | guessthe question that would flow from that is: how
exactly is this promotion of reclaimed sites accomplished by the
bill? For instance, how does the minister propose to promote past
reclamation when, according to the Auditor General, the ministry
does not obtain sufficient financial security from current sites to
ensure reclamation? So the point is that if the Auditor Generd is
concerned about what we' re doing now, how do we go back in this
bill and promote thereclaimed sites? It’ sgoing to take some money,
I would think.

9:20

| probably know the answer to this, but I'll throw it out: why isso
much emissions trading relegated to regulation? | understand that
you need some flexibility from timeto time, but is there nothing we
can do in legislation to ensure proper emissions thresholds? If this
section’s purpose, as | say, is to strengthen emission controls, it
seemsto methat there should at least be some part of the legislation
that we can look at rather than regulation. Again, the member is
well aware that with regulations, the public, you know, and the
Legidaturefor that matter, have no control over that. At least could
the hon. member clarify what some of these regulations might look
like? How would they be determined? What isto prevent industry
from setting its own thresholds given that the minister may choose
to delegate to industry its own regulation? So | think it's clear that
we have to have some more knowledge of this, Mr. Speaker.

Given the extension of reporting and remediation responsibilities

backwards to before the EPEA was enacted, section 12, and given
that the Auditor Genera’s 1998-99 report found that Alberta
Environment was not collecting sufficient security to adequately
cover costs of remediation —in 2004-2005 this program still had not
been addressed — we have a serious problem here going into the
present. My question would be: what does this new backwards
extension of remediation responsibility actually amount to, and again
how does the hon. member respond to the Environmental Law
Centre' s concerns regarding reporting of historical releases?

Without making failure to report such releases an offence, it can
easily be argued that this amendment has no teeth. Y ou know, there
has to be a stick there too because, otherwise, you're not going to
know. 1 guess the question would be: would the hon. member
consider the amendments proposed by the Environmental Law
Centre, those relating to sections 227 and 228 of the original act,
making failure to report historical releases an offence? It seemsto
me that we have to do that if we're serious about the reclamation,
Mr. Speaker.

Now, | guess the question that also hasto be asked is: what about
companies that are now defunct? | think the Member for Calgary-
Mountain View was aluding to that. | guesstheonly answer to that
isthe Alberta taxpayer |eft holding the bag in these cases. How do
you go after defunct companies? It's very difficult. Butistherea
process there, or is that just going to be something that we have to
bite the bullet on?

The hon. Minister of Environment mused a while ago, and we
wondered if the member knows or the minister can relate to this,
about an 