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[Mr. Tannas in the chair]

THE CHAIRMAN: We'd like to call the Committee of the Whole
to order. For the benefit of thosein the gallery, thisis the informal
part of the Legislative Assembly, and members are allowed to have
acoffeeor juice at their desks. They'rein fact allowed to move, so
if you're busy looking at your road map of where members are,
catch them quickly because they are alowed to change and go
around. Wetry and stick to the convention of only one hon. member
standing and talking at atime, but thisis, as| say, theinformal part
called committee, in this case Committee of the Whole.

Bill 14
Alberta lncome Tax Amendment Act, 2001

THE CHAIRMAN: Are there any comments, questions, or amend-
ments to be offered with respect to this bill? The hon. Member for
Edmonton-Ellerdlie.

MS CARLSON: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. It's my pleasure to be
able to address the Albertalncome Tax Amendment Act, 2001, Bill
14, at committee.

WEe' ve had some discussion about thisbill in second, and I'll just
recap for our audience. The main object of Bill 14 is to define
eligibility requirementsfor theimplementation of the Albertaenergy
tax refund program, which was announced by this government on
September 6 of 2000. By establishing these requirements for the
program, Mr. Chairman, the Canada Customs and Revenue Agency
was able to use their list of tax filers for the province of Albertato
send out a$300 onetime rebate in two separate installmentsto some
2.3 million Albertans 16 years of age and older. If membersrecall,
thosewho still havetheir memoriesfrom the 21-hour session that we
completed yesterday, we passed Bill 1, which put into legislation the
ability for the government to have those cheques made even though
the cheques had already been sent and the regulations had already
been made. So it was sort of shutting the barn door after the horses
had left or dotting the i’ s after the sentence was already constructed,
but that’s what happened.

ThisAlbertaenergy tax refund programwasannounced inthefall.
The rebate came in two installments to those who filed a 1999
income tax return even if they had no income. We heard some
discussionlast night about someof the problemsthat surrounded that
processing and that are still in the process of being fixed. We've
been told by Revenue Canada at this stage that all of the corrections
to the cheques that were incorrectly issued or not issued at al or
went to the wrong addresses will have been corrected, they expect,
by the end of June. So quite a long wait for people who were
expecting the money in order to actualy reduce their costs at the
time that they were high.

| would hope that the government would take note of those
outstanding issues and the issues as we went along with this
particular program and correct them for next year, because to truly
be arebate program, as they are suggesting, they need to match the
money coming back to the people with the expenses that the people
incur that are high or extraordinary at the time they occur, not six
months hence or some other very inconvenient time. They need to
get their act together on that, and if that means doing it independ-

ently of thefederal government, youwon'’ t hear any complaintsfrom
this side of the House on that, Mr. Chairman. So we hope they’ll
address those issues.

There were a couple of things that we wanted to just remind
people about. The $300 refund was not taxable, so Albertans don’t
have to claim it when they’re filing. That's important, | believe.
The total cost of the refund package was $690 million, with $345
million being allocated from Alberta’ s economic surplus, and it's
projected that the energy tax refund for natural gasand gasolinewill
cost taxpayers at least $2.4 million to administer, based on the
number of qualifying Albertans.

So therewere some optionshere, Mr. Chairman. They could have
just reduced the cost of natural gas in general and not had the
administration costs. Therefore, therewould have been another $2.4
million available to distribute back to us. You know, it’s our gas.
It's our revenue that's being generated off the gas that's being
pumped out of the province, yet we have to pay for administration
feesto get any of it back. It doesn’t seem completely logical, but
that’s the way they did it.

| was happy to hear when this first happened, and am still happy
to support, that individuals who have debts in arrears with the
provincial maintenance enforcement programwere not receiving the
refund. It gets paid to the director of maintenance enforcement and
credited first to arrears and then next to the current periodic payment
of the debtorsin arrears and last to any other payable and outstand-
ing of the debtor in arrears. So | think that was a good point.

We thought this program, this rebate was helpful to Alberta
consumers as a temporary onetime measure, Mr. Chairman, but it
was still crisis-based reaction by the government to the impact of
higher energy prices. Albertansneed really arealistic plan to shield
them from the sustained impact of energy prices over the medium
term. Thisis designed to shield people from what we say is the
mismanagement of electricity deregulationinthevery shortinstance,
not that all those costs were applicable, but certainly some of them
were. That'sredlly the essence of the argument here.

Here what was happening was that the bill defined the eligibility
requirementsfor theimplementation of thetax refund program. Y ou
have to do that. The money is already spent, but still there haveto
be some rules and regulations on that, Mr. Chairman. We're happy
to see that, with some glitches, it is traveling along in the way that
it was supposed to. We had a problem with this, though, in that this
government showed areal lack of respect for the legidlative process
when they introduced the bill to authorize a plan which they
announced over eight months ago and have already finished
implementing, and here we are, you know, starting this now.

So, Mr. Chairman, those are my comments with respect to this
bill. 1 look forward to any participation by the government at this
stage. Perhaps, depending on what they say, this being committee,
I will be persuaded to re-engagein the debate, but at thispoint that’s
the end of my comments.

Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN: Are there any further comments on Bill 14,
which iswhat we have in front of us?

[The clauses of Bill 14 agreed to]
[Title and preamble agreed to]
THE CHAIRMAN: Shall this bill be reported? Are you agreed?

HON. MEMBERS: Agreed.
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THE CHAIRMAN: Opposed? Carried.
Would the committee agree to a brief introduction of guests?

[Unanimous consent granted)]

head: Introduction of Guests
THE CHAIRMAN: The hon. Member for Calgary-Currie.

MR. LORD: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. It'smy great pleasure this
evening to introduce to you and through you to members of the
Assembly some very special guests. We are blessed here with many
very important and special guests, but these people are really
important because they are newspaper publishers herein Alberta. |
would like to introduce from the Alberta Weekly Newspapers
Association — | would | ask them to stand; they're in the public
gdlery — Mary Jane Harper, editor of the Olds Gazette; Roger
Holmes, publisher of the Wainwright Star-Chronicle; Steve Dills,
publisher of the Vegreville Observer; and Rob Rondeau, publisher
of Hardisty World. | would ask the Assembly to give them a very
warm traditional greeting.

8:10

Mr. Chairman, it'salso my great pleasure to introduce some more
very important and special guests. | don’t need to introduce themto
you because they are from your constituency of Highwood, but
through you to the members of this Assembly we have with us
tonight very special guests who are aso in the public galery, a
counselor from thetown of Okotoks and his charming wife, Mr. and
Mrs. Laurie Hodson. | would ask if they would riseand a so receive
the warm traditional welcome of this Assembly.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

THE CHAIRMAN: Thank you.

Bill 15
Tax Statutes Amendment Act, 2001

THE CHAIRMAN: Are there any comments, questions, or amend-
ments to be offered with respect to this bill? The hon. Member for
Edmonton-Ellerdlie.

MS CARLSON: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Happy to participatein
the debate at committee on Bill 15, the Tax Statutes Amendment
Act. This could be called a companion piece of legidation to Bill
14, the hill that we just debated. One of my colleagues said that Bill
14 was the how to win the election act. Well, thisis how to win the
election act, part 2; there' s no doubt about it.

What this particular bill talks about, Mr. Chairman, is the
implementation of the government’s promise to reduce the flat tax
ratefrom 10.5 to 10 percent. It alsoimplementsthereductioninthe
railway fuel tax from 3 cents per litre to 1.5 cents, and it exempts
many of the tax statutes from the provisions of the Limitations Act.
Also, we see it increasing the value of some of the tax credits.

The flat tax reduction, Mr. Chairman, is the second reduction in
the rate since the flat tax was introduced. It was originaly 11
percent, then 10.5 percent, and now changed to 10 percent in
response to cutsin federal taxes. Part of the problem with thiskind
of areduction and arace to the bottom is that you' re always playing
catch-up. That can be good if in fact we see al income levelsfairly
benefiting from a tax like this, but that's not the case here. All
calculations that we' ve done and nothing that the government has
been ableto present to usin theinterim has convinced us otherwise.
All indications we have are that this particular flat tax is unfair to
middle-income Albertans.

What we see happening here is that for every dollar the middle-
income earner receives in savings from the Klein flat tax, a high-
income earner, who is in the top 2 percent of tax filers, receives
anywhere from $1.80 to $4.55 in savings, providing that the govern-
ment’ s flat tax scheme merely shiftsthe tax burden onto the middle
class. It'swhat happens. Middle-class tax filers earning between
$25,000 and $75,000 represent nearly 38 percent of tax filersin
Alberta Those of us who aren’t cabinet ministers fall into that
particular bracket. We receive just 39 percent of the tax savings
under the 10 percent flat tax, and meanwhile the top 2 percent of tax
filers, which would include the Premier, earning $100,000 and over,
receive 26 percent of the tax savings under the 10 percent flat tax.
[interjection]

Well, not everybody saves, as a member in the Assembly is
saying. Certainly if you take alook at it on a proportional basis,
middle-income tax earners pay more. So | think that that is unfair.
[interjection] The comment is that they pay less than they paid
before, but let’ s talk about this reasonably in terms of the total tax
burden that tax filers are absorbing because of the directives of this
government.

Y ou have to add theincrease in user feesinto that scenario. You
have to add the other costs like the additional fees that we pay for
mismanagement of deregulation. There are alot of hidden costsin
this province, Mr. Chairman, that make our take-home pay lessthan
itisintermsof any kind of disposableincome. | don't think there's
aperson in this Assembly who can say that dollar for dollar they get
the same value out of their money as they did five years ago, seven
years ago, 10 years ago, 15 years ago. For the same dollar your
after-tax disposable income buys less, even when you adjust for
inflation.

So when you give the appearances of reducing taxes but for the
bulk of the peoplewho aretaxpayersit doesn’t really happen, there’s
something wrong with that picture. | would suggest that particularly
some of the new members of the Assembly actually study it and just
don’'t take cabinet ministers word for the fact that it must be the
greatest thing since sliced bread, because there' ve been afew things
brought into this Assembly by them that they championed that were
found out to bewrong after thefact. | would suggest that thisisone
of those instances.

We talk about railway diesel fuel tax. This was part of the
proceedings of the recent Alberta Business Tax Review Committee
during their deliberations. Representatives of the railway industry
indicated that there was fierce competition in the railway industry
and pointed to the fact that Canadian railways pay higher overall
taxes than the U.S. railroads, other Canadian industries, and the
north American trucking industry. Submissions to the committee
suggested that Alberta’ stax on railway fuel should be eliminated or
reduced tothe U.S. level of 1.7 centsalitre. However, the Business
Tax Review Committee rejected therecommendation. They felt that
Alberta sfud tax for railwayswas competitive with other provinces
and jurisdictions. So certainly | think that that’s something up for
discussion.

There' sno doubt that | have heard the arguments on behalf of the
railways over the years and have some degree of sympathy for them
for the costs that they are carrying. We have vast lands and few
people to support them, Mr. Chairman, so that certainly becomes a
huge transportation issue when we try to accommodate and work
with other jurisdictions.

The Limitations Act is referred to in here. Through Bill 15 the
government has exempted the Alberta Corporate Tax Act, the
Albertancome Tax Act, the Alberta Personal Income Tax Act, the
Hotel Room Tax Act, the Fuel Tax Act, and the Tobacco Tax Act
from the Limitations Act. What this act introduces is limitation
periods on claims, and under the act all claims are governed by two
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limitation periods. The discovery period would be two years from
the date that the claimant either discovered or ought to have
discovered specific knowledge about the claim, and the ultimate
period in which a claim must be brought is 10 years. This hill
endeavoursto ensure that the Crown, when dealing with Albertatax
legislation, is not subject to thesetimelimits. So one set of rulesfor
the government and another set of rules for everybody else.

Mr. Chairman, our position isthat we' re always supportive of tax
measures that will help reduce the tax burden on Alberta families.
However, the reduction in the flat tax that is made possible through
this act raises the issue again of whether or not aflat tax istruly fair
to Albertans. | think we've had lots of discussion on this. We see
thisasaschemethat smply movesthetax burden onto the shoulders
of middle-income earners while trying to make them feel good. It's
not afair tax system in our opinion. We have proposed what we
believe is a fair tax system that would see greater savings for the
majority of Albertans and for middle-income earners. We would
like the government to consider that as a plan that would give tax
relief to all Albertans, so that would be very interesting to see them
move forward.

Wealso haveaquestionthat still hasn’t been answered throughout
the phases of thisdebate, Mr. Chairman, and that would be: why has
the government introduced legislation that will cut the railway fuel
tax in half when that was arecommendation that wasrejected by the
Business Tax Review Committee, and why weren’t any of the good
recommendationsthat were in that committee report acted on? This
onethat wasrejected was. So here we have agovernment who talks
ad nauseam about consultation with Albertans, yet when they do
consult and they do get feedback and it is well-thought-out, well-
rounded, and | would say well-researched feedback, the government
rgjectsit. So | think that’s an issue.

We're certainly pleased to see that many of the tax credit in-
creasesthat thisbill introduces are coming forward. They would be
increases such as people providing home care for relatives, a very
good thing; people providing care for children with physical and
mental infirmity, also avery good thing; increases in the education
credits, abig deal particularly when tuition fees seemto be spiraling
higher and higher every year; and increases in the amounts deduct-
ible for people over 65 years old.

Mr. Chairman, | believe that essentially concludes my remarksin
committeeon thisparticular bill. Welook forward to any comments
that the government may have on this.

Thank you.

8:20
THE CHAIRMAN: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Gold Bar.

MR. MacDONALD: Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. At this
time in committee | have a few brief comments about Bill 15.
Certainly thisflat tax reduction from 10.5 to 10 percent — | feel one
must always be supportive of tax measures that will help reduce the
tax burden on Albertafamilies. However, the reduction in the flat
tax that is made possible through this act again raises the issue of
whether or not the entire flat tax istruly fair to Albertans. The flat
tax scheme simply moves, in my view, thetax burden again onto the
shoulders of middle-income earners of this province. This, as a
result, is not afair tax system.

Now, the Alberta Liberals certainly have a proposed tax system
that would see greater savings for the magjority of Albertans,
particularly for the middle-income earners. Should there be an
increasein the basic personal exemption, theamount that individual
Albertans can earn tax free, from alittle over $7,000 to in excess of
$13,500? Yes. Our plan, theso-called 0, 10, 12 plan, would provide

fair and sustained tax relief to all Albertans regardless of income.

I’m not going to go into thisin a great deal of detail, but | do
notice that the railway diesel fuel tax is cut in half, lowering it from
3 cents per litre to 1.5 cents per litre. | would certainly again take
thisopportunity to briefly remind al hon. membersof this Assembly
of the 6.5 cents a litre tax on propane fuel for motor vehicles, for
trucks. Last year in the budget there was $14 million, Mr. Chair-
man, realized in revenue. In this year's budget it is down to $9
million. That tellsthis member that thereis areduced consumption
of propane as amotor fuel in this province because of this tax.

Certainly the cost has gone up at theretail pump. In my view, it
has not been justified; it cannot bejustified. | feel very strongly that
propane in Edmonton, in Calgary, in Spruce Grove, in Grande
Prairie, in Sylvan Lake should be much cheaper thanitisin Toronto,
and it'snot. | would urge the Member for Innisfail-Sylvan Lake to
advocate that the 6.5 cents alitre propane fuel tax be eliminated in
this province, be completely eliminated. We're going to get $9
million again in revenue on this tax, and | think the tax should be
removed. I'm quite confident that there would be anincreasein the
number of conversions, particularly with trucks.

For that reason I’m again speaking on this issue of elimination of
the propane tax. We can do without the $9 million. We can cut
down on fancy cars for cabinet. We can cut down on payment of
legdl bills for the leader of the federal Canadian Alliance. Perhaps
members of government can take buses and cars instead of taking
airplanes. 1t would be very easy to realize savings of $9 million in
this budget.

So with thoseviewsexpressed, Mr. Chairman, | shall take my seat
and cede the floor to another member of the Assembly. Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Highlands.

MR. MASON: Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. The New
Democrat caucusis not going to be supporting Bill 15 this evening.
Wedon't believe that thislegislation isequitable. Wedon't believe
that it distributes the tax burden in the way in which it ought to be
distributed.

If approved by the Assembly, Bill 15 continues the massive shift
of the tax load from high-income Albertans to middle-income
Albertans. By maintaining a so-called single tax rate and reducing
it from 10 and a half to 10 percent, Bill 15 continues the attack on
middle-class Albertans begun last year with the implementation of
the flat tax on personal incomes.

Now, this particular approach hasbrought criticismfromevery tax
accountant and economist who has independently crunched the
numbers on the Tory’s flat tax, and they’ve all reached the same
conclusion, Mr. Chairman. Themain beneficiary of thisflat tax will
be those with incomes above $100,000 per year. Middle-class
Albertans with incomes from $30,000 to $100,000 are already
paying adisproportionately higher share of the tax load, and Bill 15
will only make that situation worse. For instance, a University of
Alberta economics professor, Mel McMillan, had this to say about
the government’ s flat tax proposal:

This would really shift the tax burden to the middle class . . . Big
winners . . . are those in brackets beyond $150,000 and especially
those in the $250,000 plus income bracket.

We crunched afew numbers of our own, and thisis based on the
10 percent, Mr. Chairman. We identified that the primary people
who will realize the benefit from this approach are in fact some of
the wealthiest people in this province. The president and CEO of
Canadian Pacific, for example, will save approximately $78,569
under theflat tax at the 10 and ahalf percent rate. The chairmanand
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CEO of ATCO will save $71,340, the president and CEO of
Talisman Energy could save approximately $44,995, and Mr. Jim
Dinning, the executive vice-president of TransAlta, would save over
$11,000. On the other hand, a bus driver is going to save about
$166. So we can see who this government is really working for.

The main reason, of course, that there are any savings whatsoever
for middle- and lower-income people is because of the dramatic
increase in the persona tax exemption, which is a measure we
support, but it clearly masks the shift of the tax burden that’ s going
on with this hill.

In addition to not passing the test of fairness, Bill 15 also failsthe
test of honesty. The provincia Conservatives know that reducing
tax rates for high-income earners will result in amassive transfer of
the tax load onto middle-income Albertans. That’s why they have
hidden that by combining it with an overall income tax of $1.5
billion at 23 percent.

Despite the deep cut in personal income tax revenue, however,
middle-income earners will end up paying only dlightly less
compared to the situation before the flat tax was introduced. New
Democrats have calculated that an Albertan making $30,000 a year
saves only $185 from the reduction in the flat tax from 10.5 to 10
percent compared to what they paid in 1999. That's less than 10
percent on their total tax bill compared to’99. Meanwhile, aperson
making $500,000 ayear saves almost $20,000 moreon their tax hill.
That's a tax saving of 29 percent, amost three times as high a
percentage than for lower income people. So, Mr. Chairman, it's
clearly not an equitable bill and not an equitable approach.

8:30

The government’s flat tax has failed to deliver the promised
simplicity of their income tax system. Bill 15 isagood example of
this. Inaddition to changing the underlying tax rates, Bill 15 makes
numerous changes to exemptions, deductions, credits, and other
loopholes encountered in calculating one's taxable income. The
only way to simplify thetax systemisto remove the complexitiesin
calculating one' s taxable income. Not only does Bill 15 fail to do
this, through section (5) it codifiesthese complexitiesinto provincial
law. Bill 15 shows that the flat tax didn’t get rid of a single
loophole. All of the existing tax credits and deductions remain.

Your tax return hasn't shrunk a bit. In fact, the tax form could
actually become more complicated. Instead of having to do
calculations on one set of numbers, Alberta taxpayers are required
now to do two. For example, taxpayers currently need to do only
one cd culation to determinetheir nonrefundable tax credits. Under
the flat tax plan they would need to do two: one to calculate their
federal tax credits and a second to calculate their provincia tax
credits.

Now, there are those who argue that there are too many tax
brackets. The Mulroney government tax reform of 1987 aready
significantly flattened the Canadian tax system. Thereareonly three
tax brackets. Before 1988 there were 10 different tax brackets,
ranging from 6 percent to 34 percent. Going back even further, in
1970 there were 17 tax brackets.

The United States, believe it or not, has a more progressive
income tax system than Canada does, especialy for those with high
incomes. At thefederal level the U.S. hasfivetax brackets, ranging
fromalow of 15 percent to ahigh of 39.6 percent. By comparison,
Canada has only three tax brackets, and the top federal tax rate is
only 30.9 percent. Some American states have as many as 10 tax
brackets. Only six states have implemented aflat tax.

Another argument made by those advocates such asour Provincial
Treasurer for flat taxesisthat marginal tax ratesare too high and are
adisincentive to work harder. Marginal tax rates refer to what is

paid onthelast dollar of income earned by ataxpayer. Effectivetax
ratesrefer to the averagerate paid on every dollar of income earned.
Marginal tax rateswill and should be higher than effective tax rates
in a progressive income tax system. It is misleading to focus on
marginal tax rates to measure the fairness of the income tax system.
Effectivetax rates are amuch better indicator because they measure
therate of tax paid on every dollar of incomeearned, not just thelast
dollar. Effective tax rates tend to be significantly lower than
marginal tax rates even for those with high income because they,
like low-income people, are able to benefit from the lower rates
applied to their first dollars of income.

Higher incomeearnersare aso ableto reducetheir tax liability by
taking advantage of things like tax credits and deductions. Unlike
middle-income earners, those with higher incomes are ableto afford
to maximizetheir RRSP contributions, to set up family trusts, and to
take advantage of capital gains exemptions. Under the current
system Alberta has by far the lowest margina tax rate of any
Canadian province. In 2001 Alberta's top marginal provincial tax
rateis aflat 10 percent. The next lowest province, Saskatchewan,
has a top margina rate of 16 percent, which is 60 percent higher.
The province of Ontario has a top margina rate on provincia
income tax of 17.41 percent. It's one thing for this government to
make Alberta into some sort of tax haven for the wedthy. It's
another thing to do this entirely at the expense of middle-class
Albertans, and that is something which Bill 15 continues to do.

It's not even true that higher income earners have the highest
marginal tax rates. When calculations of marginal tax ratesinclude
the impact of refundable tax credits, middle-income earners, not
high-income earners, are aready paying the highest marginal tax
rates. The personal income tax system contains a number of
refundable credits including the child tax benefit, the goods and
services tax credit, the seniors' credit, as well as provincia credits
like the seniors' benefit and the Alberta employment tax credit.
These credits are recovered by being taxed back asincomerises. If
calculations of marginal tax rates include the impact of refundable
tax credits, middle-income earners, not high-income earners, are
aready paying the highest margina tax rates.

Robert D. Brown, the past chairman of PricewaterhouseCoopers,
calculates that a single-earner family with three children making
between $30,000 to $40,000 a year faces atop marginal tax rate of
over 60 percent. By contrast, the marginal tax rate of a similar
family making $110,000 isjust over 50 percent. The source of that,
in case anyone wants to look it up, is the Canadian Tax Journal,
1999, issue number 2, and it's on page 192.

Thisisbecause afamily making $30,000 getsto keep lessthan 40
cents of every additional dollar earned as a result of the combined
increase in tax payable and reduction in refundable tax credit
payments. By contrast, a family making $110,000 a year gets to
keep almost 50 cents of every additional dollar earned. If anyone
has a disincentive to work as a result of these arrangements, it's
middle-income earners, not high-income earners. Imposition of a
flat tax will make this inequity even worse by raising the marginal
tax ratefor middle-income earnerswhileloweringit for high-income
earners.

Proponents of aflat tax, like our former Treasurer, now theleader
of the Alliance Party or at least the significant portion of it, saysthat
aflat tax will end bracket creep. When the Mulroney government
got itself into financial difficulty a decade ago, they stopped full
indexation of tax brackets and exemptions to inflation. Now
adjustmentsare only madefor inflation above 3 percent. Asaresult,
until this year's federa budget there has been no increase in the
income thresholds for the three federal tax brackets for anumber of
years. Thebasic and spousal exemptionswere increased startingin
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the 1999 federal budget after anumber of yearsof noincreases. The
Alberta government, as much as any government in Canada, has
benefited from tax bracket creep. Surely the answer to thisphenom-
enonisnot to get rid of tax brackets altogether, thereby undermining
equity, but to restore full indexation of both tax brackets and basic
spousa exemptions.

If it wanted to, the government could cut taxes or user fees
without bringing in aregressiveflat tax. Moreover, with the size of
the budget surplus in recent years, the Alberta government clearly
has the fiscal capacity to cut taxes, increase spending in priority
areas, and keep retiring debt. The question isnot whether Albertans
should have atax cut but what kind of tax cut it should be. Tax cuts
directed at low-income and middle-income earners will generate
more economic activity than tax cutsdirected at theweslthy. That's
because the wealthy will likely invest their tax savings in invest-
ments—for example, in GICs, mutual funds, including oneswith lots
of foreign content — while low-income and middle-income earners
are likely to spend their savings on things that more directly lead to
local job creation, like buying goods and services from our local
businesses.

Are there aternatives to the Tory flat tax plan that are fairer to
low-income and middle-income Albertans? Absolutely, Mr.
Chairman. The New Democrats advocate phasing out health care
premiums as an dternative to the flat tax plan set out in Bill 18.
While delivering a comparable amount of tax relief, the New
Democrat approach could give each Alberta family an $816 break
and asingle person a $408 break regardless of their income. There
are many sound reasons why the New Democrat approach is
preferable.

AHC premiums are the worst kind of regressive tax. A family
earning $20,000 pays exactly the same, $816 per year, as afamily
earning $2 million ayear. The income levels at which Albertans
receive premium subsidies are ridiculously low. For example, to
receive afull premium subsidy, families must earn less than $7,500
ayear and singleslessthan $5,000 ayear. Unlike premiumspaid to
private health insurers, AHC premiums paid by individuals are not
tax deductible. Middle-income seniors and those working in jobs
without benefits are particularly hurt by this. Those working in
better jobs are aso hurt because any proportion of Alberta health
care premiums paid by employersisfully taxable at the employee’s
top marginal tax rate.

Alberta Health wastes enormous time and resources to collect
premiums and track down those in arrears. 1n 1996-97 the depart-
ment spent $11 million on premiums collection, more than is spent
on administering the health careinsurance planitself. About half of
the $11 million ispaid to external collection agenciesto track down
thosewith premium arrears. Despitethis, thegovernment still wrote
off $29 million in uncollectible premiumsin 1998-99 aone.

8:40

We believe that Alberta health care premiums are adrain on jobs
and the economy. As a payroll tax, employers face substantial
compliance costs in deducting and remitting health care premiums
to the government. The New Democrats would ensure that the
savings resulting from the phasing out of premiums are added to the
remuneration of employees, not pocketed by employers.

Inconclusion, Mr. Chairman, Bill 15 doesnot deservethe support
of this Assembly. It isregressive legislation that benefits only the
weslthy at the expense of the middle class. It isthe brainchild of a
Treasurer who is no longer in this Assembly to defend it. We all
know where he is and what he’s doing. Instead of blindly moving
forward with thislegidation, that isfundamentally unfair and deeply
flawed, | urge the government to withdraw Bill 15 and replace it

with legislation that provides progressivity for the persona income
tax system.
Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

THE CHAIRMAN: The hon. Member for Grande Prairie-Wapiti.

MR. GRAYDON: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. We've heard a great

heap of statistics and figures this evening. However, there's one

statistic that has not been put on the record - and | think we need to

put it on the record — and that is that under this single rate of 10

percent 200,000 low-income Albertans will pay no tax at all.
Thank you.

[The clauses of Bill 15 agreed to]

[Title and preamble agreed to]

THE CHAIRMAN: Shall the bill be reported? Are you agreed?
HON. MEMBERS: Agreed.

THE CHAIRMAN: Opposed? Carried.

Bill 17
I nsurance Amendment Act, 2001

THE CHAIRMAN: Are there any comments, questions, or amend-
ments to be offered with respect to Bill 17? The hon. Member for
Edmonton-Gold Bar.

MR. MacDONALD: Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. Again,
at thistimein committeeon Bill 17, I ve had an opportunity to speak
on this already. | would like to note the comments of the hon.
Member for Edmonton-Centre — and | encourage all hon. members
of the Assembly to read them in the previous edition of Hansard —
her cautionsand reservati onsabout how equitabletheseamendments
would bewhen you compare themto small insurance companiesand
larger insurance companies, particularly for mandatory continuing
education.

Now, there is no provision in the Insurance Act for mandatory
continuing education. Many of the stakeholders — and | believe
they’ ve been consulted, Mr. Chairman; | certainly hope they have —
believe that the needs of consumers demand knowledgeable,
dedicated, and competent financial advisers to provide a required
and certainly anecessary level of service. Whenever one considers
the increasing diversity and complexity of financial services,
practitioners should be current in their knowledge and skillsand |
believe must continually upgrade their knowledge and skills to
remain current. | don’t know if that will happen. | certainly hopeit
will happen. Thisisexactly what's happening with this legislation.
It removes the requirement that adjusters who are employees of
insurance companies need to be licensed. Then how are consumers
and members of the public to know that the adjusters have had a
continuing education program by their employer?

All Canadian jurisdictions with Insurance Canada, | note, either
mandate continuing education requirements or plan to implement
them. B.C. requires continuing education. Saskatchewan required
continuing education as of January 1, 1999. Manitoba introduced
mandatory continuing education in mid-1999, as | understand it.
That's aready been done. Ontario now requires continuing
education. Quebec has aready accomplished that. Nova Scotia
appears prepared to adopt that requirement. Some 48 U.S. states
have continuing education programs.
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Now, the Alberta Insurance Council is opposed to mandatory
continuing education. The Alberta Insurance Council believes that
suspension, revocation, or requalification can beused in caseswhere
incompetence is demonstrated.

The cost of mandatory continuing education will be borne by
consumers, again, and by agents, and access to courses would be
difficult for rural agents. | would like the opinion of the hon.
members of this Assembly who represent rural areas in this regard.
| certainly would be eager to hear from them in the course of the
debatethisevening. Theconsumersget caught inthisprovincequite
often, and | would encourage the current government to take more
of an activeinterest in consumer protection. I’'mnot goingto gointo
that in detail at thistime, Mr. Chairman, but history has atendency
to repeat itself, and consumers have been left holding the bag, so to
speak, quite often.

| don’t know if it's the intention of the government to force
insurance agentsto keep up to date with new products and practices.
| question if that is acceptable, but certainly it ismy view that they
believe that insurance agents should be required to meet tougher
prelicensing requirements.

When wethink of theinsuranceindustry, thefirst thing that comes
to this member’'s mind is stability. | certainly hope that that
continues, because these issues were raised before, Mr. Chairman.
The majority of these issues were raised during the consultation
process on Bill 25, the new Insurance Act in 1999. | did somework
on that, but Bill 17 was introduced, as | understand it, because of
concerns heard from government members, from industry stake-
holders.

8:50

I've heard concerns, aso, regarding the revamping of the
Insurance Act, and | have yet to hear back from many of the
individuals | contacted in regards to these amendments, Mr.
Chairman. | hope that before this session recesses for the summer,
| have that opportunity. I’m reluctant at this stage in committee to
give my full support for this legisation until | hear from those
stakeholders, but in saying that, the hon. Member for Calgary-
Lougheed, whoisbringing forward thislegis ation, had an extensive
consultation process before with the origina Bill 25, so I'm
confident that as time progresses, the individuals that | have
contacted will in turn respond with their opinions, if any, in regards
to these amendments.

Now, we should consider certainly the changes that are going to
occur. There are gradual changes, because the insurance industry
under the new act will permit the minister to issue restricted
insurance agents certificates of authority. These will go to busi-
nesses. The business, of course, will be adeposit-taking institution.
It could be atransportation company, atravel agency, an automobile
dealership, or another prescribed enterprise. This is where the
concerns of my colleague from Edmonton-Centre come into play,
naturally, because of the size of the businesses and the training
budgets that would be available, particularly in this case for
adjusters.

In closing, Mr. Chairman, certainly this bill makes clear that
insurers are held responsible for the actions of the adjusterswho are
their employees. That'squite clear. It also givesthe minister or an
appeal body the power to call witnessesto give evidence at hearings
and appeals under thisact. Hopefully, that would never be needed,
but it certainly will be there, as| say, if this bill becomes law, and
I’m certain that that will eventually take place.

With those comments, Mr. Chairman, at thistime | shall take my
seat and await the opinions or the comments of other hon. members.
Thank you.

[The clauses of Bill 17 agreed to]

[Title and preamble agreed to]
THE CHAIRMAN: Shall the bill be reported? Are you agreed?
HON. MEMBERS: Agreed.

THE CHAIRMAN: Opposed? Carried.
The hon. Government House Leader.

MR. HANCOCK: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. | would movethat the
committee rise and report.

[Motion carried]
[The Deputy Speaker in the chair]

MR. MARZ: Mr. Speaker, the Committee of the Whole has had
under consideration certain bills. The committee reports the
following bills: 14, 15, and 17.

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: Does the Assembly concur in this
report?

HON. MEMBERS: Agreed.
THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: Opposed? So ordered.

head: Government Billsand Orders
Third Reading

Bill 14
Alberta Income Tax Amendment Act, 2001

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. Deputy Government House
Leader.

MR. STEVENS: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. It's with pleasure on
behalf of the hon. Minister of Finance that | move third reading of
Bill 14.

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. Member for Edmonton-
Ellerdie.

MS CARLSON: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. |I'm happy to have one
final kick at the cat to speak to thisbill. It'stough to vote for abill
that is bringing in legislation after all of the decisions have been
made and all of the money has been spent. However, many people
in this province are very supportive of the rebate program that the
government brought in, so that isaconsidering factor for usaswell.
So thisis one of those bills where | guess I’ m prepared to hold my
nose and vote for the bill and support the government.
Thank you.

[Motion carried; Bill 14 read a third time]

Bill 15
Tax Statutes Amendment Act, 2001

MR. GRAYDON: Mr. Speaker, I'm pleased to move third reading
of Bill 15, the Tax Statutes Amendment Act, 2001.

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. Member for Edmonton-
Ellerdie.
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MS CARLSON: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. Asacompanion pieceto
Bill 14 thishill, the Tax Statutes Amendment Act, that bringsin the
flat tax is alittle worse piece of legislation than Bill 14, and | have
agreat deal moretrouble supporting thisonebecause| simply do not
think that aflat tax is progressive.

MRS. FORSY TH: Hold your nose.

MSCARLSON: | can’t hold my noseon thisone; I'msorry. It'snot
possible.

Y ou get ano vote frommeon thisone becauseit isn’t progressive
in terms of lowering tax rates for people. You aready wrecked it
once and had to readjust because of changes made in federal
legislation. Even though there's alittle tiny window that | think is
good —that’ s the exemptions of the tax statutes from the provisions
of the Limitations Act and increasing the value of some of the tax
credits, although they’re minor in nature — Mr. Speaker, so sorry; |
can’t support this one.

[Motion carried; Bill 15 read a third time]

Bill 17
Insurance Amendment Act, 2001

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. Deputy Government House
Leader.

MR.ZWOZDESKY : Thank you, Mr. Speaker. I'm pleased to move
third reading of Bill 17, the Insurance Amendment Act, on behalf of
the hon. Member for Calgary-L ougheed.

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Gold
Bar.

MR. MacDONALD: Thank you very much, Mr. Speaker. Again,
briefly, Bill 17 at third reading. The main purpose is to amend the
new Insurance Act, which is set to take place in September of this
year. This is removing the requirement that adjusters who are
employees of insurance companies need to be licensed. In its place
adjusters working for an insurer no longer need to be certified, but
the insurer is held responsible for the actions of adjusters who are
their employees.

9:00

As| said a few moments ago, certainly there have been reserva-
tions brought to the attention of the Member for Edmonton-Centre
by a small business owner in centra Edmonton, and there are
certainly other cautions that | would like to express about this
legislation. With respect to those cautions however — again, | said
earlier to all hon. members of this Assembly that it’s time that the
work of the hon. Member for Calgary-Lougheed is recognized. A
strong consumer voice is instrumental for a strong and responsive
insurance industry in this province.

Now, recognizing that the new insurance act takesimportant steps
to deal with such issues astied selling and the perception of lack of
disclosure, the Consumers' Association, for one, hasnoted anumber
of other issues that are in need of attention: the claims process for
credit and travel insurance products, extended warranties, the entire
issue of the renewal process, limitations on claims, the respect for
the privacy of information, and effective dispute resolution mecha-
nisms. Everyone is hopeful that these consumer issues will be
brought to the table as part of the phase 2 review of the Insurance
Act.

I would at thistime, in third reading, encourage the government

to ensure that the consumer or the public is at the table. With all
respect to the Consumers Association, | deal and I'm sure other
hon. members of this Assembly deal on aregular basis—if not, they
will in the future — with constituents who are frustrated with the
increase in their insurance premiums from one six-month period to
another. 1I’'m sure constituents will at some point willingly visit
constituency offices and express their frustration in regards to the
high cost of insurance.

Now, earlier in this session the hon. Member for St. Albert
brought a bill forward, and many members of this Assembly
expressed an opinion on that specific legislation. It dealt in agreat
deal of detail with the insurance industry. But it must be acknowl-
edged that the insurance industry has also taken positive steps to
respond to some of the interests of consumers. There has been a
production of policy handbooks, for example.

The Consumers Association makes a number of other useful
recommendations: moreinformation on fault chartsand their impact
on premiums, renewals, and claims; inclusion of information that
provides a step-by-step claims process and mechanisms for dispute
resolution; insurance companies interpretation of pre-existing
conditions; statistics on claimsrefusals and justifications for claims
refusals; statisticson renewal refusalsand the reason why; establish-
ment of an arm’ s-length board, one-half industry and regulatorsand
one-half representatives from consumer groups, to conduct research
on specific issues in the area of insurance.

The consultation process and consumer awareness in my view
would be enhanced if al insurance policiesand |egislation concern-
inginsurancewere stated in plain language. Therewascertainly talk
inthisAssembly inthe past regarding plainlanguagelegislation, and
sometimes | wonder, as | review and read specific pieces of
legislation, if that hasn’t been forgotten. |I'msureit hasn’t been and
itisjust myself. But thisisan issuethat Albertansin the constitu-
ency of Edmonton-Gold Bar have expressed an opinion on, regard-
ing thiswholeissue of plain language, Mr. Speaker. With respect to
insurance policies | think consumerswould be much more comfort-
ableif policies were stated in plain language.

It has been suggested that the definition of plain language could
be or should be extended to include clear, understandableinsurance
mathematics. | heard a definition of mathematics in this Assembly
the other evening, but with insurance mathemati cs the public would
be informed of the effects of various factorson current rates and the
effects on future rates. In automobile insurance policies, for
example, Mr. Speaker, the policy could state what effect the
accumulation of driver demerit pointson adriver’slicencewill have
on renewals. That would be, | think, welcome. That, again, would
be welcomed by the consumers of this province.

In regards to thislegidation, this amendment act hopefully isthe
last piecein what has been an exhaustive and thorough consultation
process dating back | think seven years. If thisis the only amend-
ment that is to come forward — and there are certainly indications
that tough new insurance laws will be introduced later this year.
Now, | hope they are tough.

| said earlier about consumers and how | feel that they are
neglected, but this new act, when it comes into force in September,
will seeadramaticincreasein finesfor wayward insurers. Insurance
companies and agents will face a maximum fine of $200,000, and
that's a large, large increase from the existing legisation for
violating theact. Theold fine, | would liketo remind hon. members
of this Assembly, was $200.

I’'m assured that this new act will add further protection for
consumers while offering the insurance industry a blueprint for the
future. | certainly hopethisisthe case, but for the amendments here
—and this is why | would express a caution at this time in third
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reading, Mr. Speaker. The individuals or the groups that were
consulted for Bill 17 were the Consumers Association of Alberta,
the Insurance Bureau of Canada, and the Independent Insurance
Brokers Association: three parties. Two yearsago with Bill 25, with
all respect to the time, the Consumers’ Association of Canada was
consulted; the Canadian Bankers Association; the Canadian Institute
of Actuaries; the Alberta Treasury Branches; the Canadian Inde-
pendent Adjusters’ Association; the Independent Insurance Brokers
Association, the Alberta branch; the Insurance Bureau of Canada,
the Alberta branch; the Canadian Life & Health Insurance Associa-
tion; and the Canadian Association of Insurance & Financial
Advisors. Now, that’s not the entire list, but there was a more
extensive consultation process, certainly, than for the amendment.

9:10

That iswhy I’ m cautious about offering my whol ehearted support
or endorsement at this time for this bill. I'm still waiting to hear
back from stakeholders that | have contacted in the insurance
industry regarding thisbill. For that reason, Mr. Spesker, | angoing
to reserve my support on this legisation at thistime. With respect
to the work that has been done in the past, which has been signifi-
cant, it is better to be cautious than sorry. | would be very disap-
pointed to support thislegislation at thistime and then receive afax
or aphonecall inthe next couple of daysfrom individual swho were
making their living in the insurance industry saying: | wanted to
bring thisto your attention regarding the Insurance Amendment Act.
It's unfortunate that this bill couldn’t have been introduced earlier
in the session. It would have given all hon. opposition members a
chance to have a good, thorough consultation with affected parties
in regards to this legislation.

With those comments, Mr. Speaker, | shall take my seat. Thank
you very much.

[Motion carried; Bill 17 read athird time]

Bill 7
Regional Health Authorities Amendment Act, 2001

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. Deputy Government House
Leader.

MR. STEVENS: Thank you very much, Mr. Speaker. It's with
pleasure that | move third reading of Bill 7, the Regional Health
Authorities Amendment Act, 2001, on behalf of thehon. Minister of
Health and Wellness.

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. Member for Edmonton-
Riverview.

DR. TAFT: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. Bill 7 represents this govern-
ment’ seffort at fulfilling itslong-standing promiseto hold elections
for regional health authorities, that | think goes back, in fact, to the
very first months of this government’s mandate; the promise does.
The RHAs were created, if my memory is correct, in 1994. Since
that time there has been the hope held out of elections for regional
health authorities, and they should be elected.

The principles behind electing the regional health authorities and
the principles put forward by the government at the time were
principles about democracy, local control, responsiveness to the
local variations within the province and the differences between
smaller centres, big cities, and rura areas and north and south. But
| think beyond &l of that, the commitment was to the principle of
local control and local democracy.

When Bill 7 was brought forward, we looked at it with some

eagerness, and our initial intention was in fact to support Bill 7. |
even went as far asto send a note to the minister on it when [ first
saw the idea in the press releases. As| studied Bill 7 and gave it
even a brief bit of thought, | became increasingly concerned, and |
think all the caucus became increasingly concerned that there were
real problems in the way the RHA elections were being imple-
mented. | know that | for one have heard directly from constituents
expressing concerns.  The more we thought about it, the more we
listened, the more we read and studied, the more uneasy we became.

Our uneasiness stems from ahandful of fundamental points. One
of the concerns we have is that the bill provides for only two-thirds
of themembersof theauthoritiesto beelected. Wejust fee strongly
that atwo-thirds commitment to democracy is inadequate. In some
ways, in fact, it's better — it may well be better; it's certainly
arguable — to have no elections or all elections rather than partial
elections. Partia elections confuse the i ssues of accountability and
responsibility. If al the board members are appointed by the
minister, then it's clear that the minister is responsible. If all of
them are elected, it's clear that the electorate is responsible. But
when you have two-thirds who are elected and one-third who are
appointed, including the chairman and the vice-chairman —they are
appointed by the minister after the election —then it really confuses
the lines of accountability and responsibility.

We aso are concerned that the appointments are, well, presum-
ably areflection of afeeling from the minister and the government
that they need to keep control as much as they reasonably can over
the regional health authorities. They do this at the same time that
they use the regional health authorities as a buffer when difficult
decisionsare being made. At thelocal level you can point the finger
at the regiona health authority. Yet in the long term, the regional
health authorities are under the control of the minister and substan-
tially will remain so with Bill 7.

This reflects, | think, an increasing centralization of power and
authority in the cabinet, atrend that is of real concern not just in the
health care system but throughout government. We have seen the
power of school boards reduced substantialy. They've lost their
ability totax. We' ve seen that even the appointments of superinten-
dents of school boards are reviewed by the minister before they're
approved. We're seeing that kind of centralization of control inthe
cabinet, and that worries us. When we see that continued through
Bill 7, it's very difficult for us to support the bill.

Indeed, the former system beforethe RHAswere even established
had in many ways more success at representing the diversity of
Alberta. In those days many municipalities appointed members to
local hospital boards. The provincial government appointed
members. Y ouwould sometimes have church organi zationsappoint
members. You had a diversity of accountability and a diversity of
views on the boards at that time, that has been lost now in the last
eight or nine years when al appointments have been made by the
minister. Now Bill 7 will alow for a substantial increase of
diversity, and it’ salmost got enough therein Bill 7 for usto support
it in that regard but not quite enough.

9:20

Some of the remnants of the old system still survive, and it's
worth reflecting on those.  An exampleisthe Lamont hospital. The
Lamont hospital has existed since the early days of the previous
century. It was built by the United Church and supported by the
United Church. When regionalization was created, the United
Church argued successfully that under that RHA the United Church
should have its own board for the Lamont hospital, and the govern-
ment allowed that to remain. One of the values of having that
separate voi ce came out about 15 months ago during the debates on
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Bill 11. The Lamont hospital board decided to calcul ate the cost of
cataract surgery in the Lamont hospital. They folded in staff time,
utilities and equipment, cleanup and preparation, and so on, and
came up with a cost per eye of just over $200. | don’t have the
figure right here.

AN HON. MEMBER: Including the surgeon?

DR. TAFT: Not including the surgeon. Surgeon feesare completely
separate.

Those were reviewed, and they came up for some public debate.
It was felt that maybe if absolutely everything were included, they
might get up to $300 per eye, not including the surgeon’sfees. That
information was made public by a board that still has a remnant of
independence, and | think that contributed to the debate on cataract
surgery. | think that we might see more of that sort of thing happen
under the elections under Bill 7 even if they're only good for two-
thirds of the members. So there is something to be said for Bill 7;
it'sapartial step forward.

A further concern under Bill 7 is the creation of a separate
bureaucracy for the elections. As we understand it, rather than
simply leaving the electoral process under the Local Authorities
Election Act, it transfers authority for those electionsto the Minister
of Health and Wellness. It giveshim control over creating thewards
and control over appointing the el ectoral officials, and wehave some
concern that it’san unnecessary duplication of the el ectoral machin-
ery. It would have been, | think, feasible to simply use the existing
municipa election mechanisms to implement the elections for Bill
7. But that's not afatal flaw for the hill.

| think, however, the next issue has failed to be sorted out in Bill
7—and | think it is afatal flaw — and that’ s the failure of Bill 7 to
adequately address the potential for conflicts of interest in the
elections. Among the first people to bring this aspect of thishill to
my attention were some of my constituents, who raised the darm
over provisions in the hill that alow people to run for and sit on
RHA boardswho own up to 50 percent of businessesthat get income
from or contract with the RHAs. So we arefaced with asituationin
which people who are benefiting substantially from contracts with
theregional health authorities may aso end up sitting on the boards
of those health authorities, and unless | am misunderstanding the
situation, that's simply unacceptable.

The Minister of Health and Wellness and | have debated thisin
question period to some extent. Asfar as| can tell, the Minister of
Health and Wellness doesn’t have his facts correct when he says
things such asthat the same bylawsfor conflict of interest that apply
to MLAs apply to the RHAs. Hesaid just acouple of days ago, and
I quote from Hansard: “Theregional health authorities do have the
same conflict of interest bylaws that apply to MLAs that sit in this
Assembly.” That's from the afternoon of Monday, May 28. I'm
prepared to admit that I'm mistaken if that can be demonstrated to
me, but to my knowledgethe Conflictsof Interest Act doesnot apply
to members of the regiona health authorities. So | am troubled by,
shall we say, some of the debate that’s occurred in this Assembly.

Let's imagine for a moment that the minister is right, that
everythingishunky-dory. Would wewant asystemthat allowed the
kinds of situations that are common in the Calgary regiona health
authority to exist throughout the government? Would we want a
system in which the spouse of the Minister of Transportation could
also be a magor shareholder in a road-building company that
contracted with that same department? | think there would be alot
of concern. Would we want a system in which the Minister of
Energy was simultaneously a principle shareholder in an electric
utility that was gettingwindfall profitsfrom el ectricity deregulation?

I think very serious questions would be raised, and | think they
would be raised legitimately. | think the government would
probably act fairly quickly to end those conflicts of interest.

If we compare what's going on and what will be allowed under
Bill 7 to major corporations, we' |l find quite acontrast. I’ ve tabled
in this Assembly the conflict of interest policies for TransAlta, and
they are unequivocal. They are very clear. Rea, potential, and
perceived conflicts of interest are to be avoided, period. Those
policies of TransAlta are consistent with policies at many other
major corporations. They arein fact typical.

So | think we have a great potential under Bill 7 for very, very
serious problems, and | have to wonder how long the public will
tolerate these kinds of situations. The elections that will be occur-
ring in October will be one vehicle through which these issues are
given more attention, and | think we will find increasing concernin
thepublic. | think these situationsin fact are allowed to continue at
the peril of the government in the long term.

Because of our concernswe' vefought hard to amend thishill. We
were here through the middle of the night the other day presenting
and arguing for amendments. We fought hard not only because of
Bill 7 and concerns with the health care system but because the
concerns that we are seeing in Bill 7 go beyond the health care
system. |t seemsto usthat Bill 7 weakens two of the principlesthat
are fundamental to democracy. The first of thoseis full and open
electionsto local authorities, not thekind of halfhearted effort at the
local autonomy and local elections that this bill provides. Asl said
earlier, it might well be better and clearer to have no elections to
RHAs than the partial ones that will occur under this hill.

The second fundamental principle of democracy that we are
concerned about with Bill 7 concerns the commitment to a public
service that unequivocally respects fiduciary responsibilities and is
never in asituation where that respect may be cast in doubt and the
commitment to a public service that is genuinely responsible and
accountable for the public interest first and foremost, without
question, above the private interest.

So because Bill 7 is a step back for both of these principles,
because we fed it inadequately addresses the need for fully elected
regional health authorities, we will be voting against it.

Thank you, Mr. Speaker.

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. leader of the third party.
9:30

DR. PANNU: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. As| was listening to the
hon. Member for Edmonton-Riverview speak inthird reading on Bill
7 just moments ago, | was asking myself what has changed in the
bill fromthetimethat it wasintroduced in the House to today, when
we arein the very final stages of completing third reading of it. The
answer is: not much.

Many serious flaws in the bill were drawn to the attention of the
Assembly very early in the debate in second reading. Severa
members of this House spoke seriously, eloquently about those
flaws, and | did my part. Not seeing any heed paid to those serious
comments and analyses and observations is a disappointment.

It has been pointed out again and again that while the Bill takes
some halting steps toward restoring democracy at the local level by
moving towards el ecting members of the RHA, it stops short of what
was expected, what Albertans expected. That isthat every member
of every RHA should be an elected member.

We have been down this path over thelast seven, eight years. We
have had along enough time to experiment with all kinds of things,
and they discovered along the way that that systemdidn’t work. The
government acknowledged that much by having to dismiss its
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handpicked RHA boardsin at least two cases. Yet wefind that this
reluctant embracing of the democratic principle still alows the
government to put democracy on aleash. That'sthe only way | can
describeit. The government seemsto beunabletotrust . . .

MR. MacDONALD: Isit ashort leash?
DR. PANNU: It's avery short leash, avery short leash.
MR. MASON: Two-thirds of the normal length.

DR. PANNU: That’sright.

Democracy on a leash is redly a vote of no confidence in
democracy, Mr. Speaker. So | must put myself on record as
opposing that attempt on the part of this government to continue to
act as ajealous manager of the business of citizensin theway it has
introduced this bill.

It'snot right. It doesnot enjoy the support of my caucus, the New
Democrat caucus, and I'm glad to acknowledge that the other
opposition party is also opposed to it. Albertans need to know this,
and | think that they appreciate that the oppositionisdoingitsjobin
keeping the government’s attention at least drawn to those issues
where we think the government isfailing in theform of the billsthat
it brings to the House. It fails in terms of respecting fully the
principle of democracy, democratic elections and local autonomy,
buttressed by full espousa and embracing of the principle of
democratic elections.

The conflict of interest issue has also been spoken to, | think, at
some length. | was looking at the eligibility criteria, Mr. Speaker,
that will beused. | find that the dligibility criteriado not addressthe
issue of conflict of interest as well as they should have. The
eligibility criteria outlined here by the minister will alow many of
the people who work in high administrative, management positions
for the RHAS, while they at the same time hold major interests or
own private surgical facilities which do business with the RHAS, to
get el ected, while employees, even if they are not leadersor officials
of the unions representing them, are being disenfranchised.

So this enfranchisement, empowerment of thosewho in fact have
serious potential for running into aconflict of interest problem with
the RHAs is being alowed if they hold shares in a company or
derive less than 50 percent of their total income from the RHAs.
This set of criteria alows them to be candidates but doesn’t allow
ordinary employees, even when they hold no official positionintheir
unions, to offer themselves for election unlessthere are two things.
First, they have to seek aleave of absence to run, and secondly, if
they get elected, then they will have to step down from their paid
position within 30 days or remove, asit’s caled, the conditions of
ineligibility in order to serve on RHAs.

Thisin effect isatest based on means. Ordinary employees who
make $20,000, $30,000, $40,000, $50,000 a year working for the
RHAswill haveto give up their means of living in order to serve on
RHAs. Thisis going back to the hoary days of early democratic
experiment, when only peoplewith wealth, peoplewith property had
therights of voting or getting el ected, and the rest were barred from
that. Thisharks back to those not very good days of the democratic
experiment.

So I’'m unhappy that the eligibility criteriawill disenfranchise a
very large number of Albertans from getting elected to regional
health authorities, which in turn will manage one of most important
ingtitutions and socia programs that Albertans and Canadians give
their highest priority to and hold extremely dear to their heart
because it serves their interests. To disenfranchise a large number
of Albertansfrom having the opportunity to be ableto be elected and
to serve on those authoritiesis a serious flaw in this bill.

Mr. Speaker, a couple of other points perhaps. The appointment
process for one-third of the members: the minister obviously keeps
tightly in his control as to who will be appointed, who will be the
one-third appointed to each RHA. People who get elected won't
know beforehand and the electors won't know until after they have
cast their votes who the minister chooses to put on the RHAs in
order to perhaps cancel the intentions in many cases of the voters
who may choose certain kinds of people to be on the boards. So
their effort to elect a certain kind of people will be to some degree
neutralized by the minister if the minister choosesto usethat power.

Given the record of this government on the issue of health care,
including its headlong rush to pass Bill 11 against the very, very
powerful opposition to it from ordinary Albertans, gives me no
confidence that this power will not be abused by aminister who has
the opportunity to exerciseit in the name of thisgovernment. Sothe
cherry-picking of appointees after the minister knows who the
elected members are is another serious problem with this bill.

9:40

This problem is compounded further, of course, by the fact that
the minister will also be ableto gerrymander the boundaries of RHA
regionsto suit hisand hisgovernment’ spurposesandintentionswith
respect towho should be el ected and who shoul d represent Albertans
in each of the RHAs and then have the responsibility for manning
and running and making important decisions with respect to the
operations of our health care system and its future.

So, Mr. Speaker, with those comments | want to conclude and
simply say to you that | and my caucus will not be able to support
thisbill. Thank you.

[Motion carried; Bill 7 read athird time]

Bill 9
Victims of Crime Amendment Act, 2001

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. Solicitor General.

MRS. FORSYTH: Yes. Thank you, Mr. Speaker. It'sapleasureto
rise and speak in third reading of Bill 9, the Victims of Crime
Amendment Act, 2001. The legidation we're discussing here
tonight is a good example of how we're going to approach chal-
lenges in the future. This bill, the Victims of Crime Amendment
Act, 2001, will streamline award processes and focus resources on
innocent victims of crime in Alberta

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Mill
Woods.

DR. MASSEY: Thank you, Mr. Speaker. |I'm pleased to have this
opportunity at third reading to support Bill 9, the Victims of Crime
Amendment Act, 2001. Third reading isan opportunity torevisit the
principles underlying the act, and | think that it's worth looking at
those principles at this time and reminding us exactly what the act
is based upon.

Of course, the most fundamental principleis that victims should
promptly receive financial benefits for injuries that they may have
suffered, and that's an important principle. | think that “ promptly”
isan important part of that principle, and that’s in part what the act
attempts to address.

Another principle is that victims should be treated with courtesy
and compassion, their privacy should be respected, and they should
suffer aminimum of inconvenience from their involvement with the
criminal justice system asaresult of crime. A third principleisthat
information must be available to victims about their participationin
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criminal proceedingsand the scheduling processand ultimately what
happens to the case.

A fourth principle that . . . [interjection] The Member for
Calgary-Montrose is calling question. That's the first thing I’'ve
heard him say all session.

Where appropriate the views and concerns of victims should be
considered and appropriate assistance provided throughout the
criminal process. So thevictimshaveto be supported inaworld that
for many of them will be new and uncomfortable. That's a good
principle, Mr. Speaker.

A further principle is that when the personal interests of victims
are affected, the views or concerns of the victims should be brought
to the attention of the court. This again is something that in many
cases has been lacking in the past. We now have the interests of
victims being given more and more weight, and it’s a principle that
ispart of thishill. Animportant principle, too, isthat measureshave
to be taken to ensure that victims and their families are protected
from any sort of intimidation or retaliation. | think for victims it
removes a source of fear that they may have.

I guessthe last principle and part of the guiding base for this act
is that they should be made aware of relevant services, again
something that’s badly needed for victims, many who will not be
acquainted with the kinds of services and support that’ s available to
them.

So it's a good bill. A number of housekeeping concerns have
been cleaned up. It alows for the appointment of more board
members, and it creates additional panels. The appointment process
I think can be questioned, but that’ s true of many of the government
boards. Thisoneisno exception.

So with those few comments, Mr. Speaker, we're pleased to
support Bill 9. Thank you.

[Motion carried; Bill 9 read athird time]

head: Government Billsand Orders
Committee of the Whole
(continued)

[Mr. Tannas in the chair]

Bill 20
Appropriation Act, 2001

THE CHAIRMAN: Are there any comments, questions, or amend-
ments to offer with respect to Bill 20? The hon. Member for
Edmonton-Centre.

MS BLAKEMAN: Thanks very much, Mr. Chairman. I’'m finding
that the time available for debate is very short, and | have not
received answersback fromthe Department of Community Develop-
ment. In reviewing my notes, | had some other questions that |
wanted to ask as part of this debate in Committee of the Whole on
Bill 20, the Appropriation Act, 2001.

Two areas | wanted to concentrate on. One was under the
Community Devel opment budget, thefunding availablefor libraries,
and thusunder the AppropriationsAct. | amlooking under Commu-
nity Development operating expense and capital investment of
$591,160,000, somewhere in there. | note in going back over the
department’ s plans that it does mention under corporate initiatives:
“Improve public access to information through a strong public
library network and library systems by increasing funding.” When
I look at the highlights, it says, “Funding to the province's 245
library boardsand seven regional library systemsto $14.9 millionin
recognition of the province' sincreasing population”.

Given the way the budget is set up, in fact one cannot find a
breakout that is specific to libraries. The only lineitemisunder the
Albertalibrary network, and that’ swhen it had an injection of funds
of $2.4 million in ’99-2000. There's nothing else mentioned in
there, soit'srolled up inside of something else. | don’'t know what.
So | appreciate that the amount has increased to $14.9 million, but
| don’t know what it was before and can’t find that from what’sin
the documents here. For al | know, this could have increased from
$14.8 million, whichwould not beasignificant increase, considering
what' s happening with our libraries.

9:50

| am aware that the Alberta Library Trustees met with one of the
standing policy committees in the last year to lobby for increased
funding. Particularly at that time it was around popul ation-based
funding, and they were still being funded at the 1997 population
numbers. Being as we're now four years past that, it just wasn’t
keeping up.

In particular what had sparked this coming to the forefront for a
number of different areaswasthat the Banff publiclibrary board had
voted to eliminate their user fees. As aresult, their usage of the
library had increased substantially. It was quite noticeable. Many
other libraries were heard to be saying at the same time: yes, we
would very much like to do that aswell. So seeing as| don’'t have
the answers back, 1'd appreciate getting the answers from the
Minister of Community Development as to exactly what the
breakout is. At thispoint I’ll ask for some specifics as well so that
we know what the increase was for each library board.

I think it's important that |1 spend some time on this. As a
province that wants to moveinto the future in aleadership position,
certainly literacy is a primary component of doing that. Accessto
information in thelibrary isamajor pillar that upholdsthat. One of
the basic missions of public librariesis to keep information avail-
able, affordable, and accessible to the entire public. | know that
librarianshaveworked very hard and that librarieshaveworked very
hard to provide information through the Internet and computer
usage. Every library now has Internet access so that the public can
get access to that immense cosmic world of information that is
through the Internet.

Also, in my discussions with individua librarians there's a rea
CONSCiousness in attempting to catalogue and make other kinds of
information available by digitaizing and getting that into an
electronic form, which can then be carried forward, and people can
get access to even more kinds of information. So librarians move
from being librarians of the booksthat are in their stacks and being
helpful in a reference way, where you go to them and say: “I'm
looking for information on such and such. Where would | find
that?’ or “Help me.” Indeed, librarians can help you focus and
narrow down that entire library full of volumes to the three or four
that are going to help you.

They' re doing the same thing with that cosmic world of informa-
tion that's available out there in the Internet and again helping
people to be able to focus down and sort through what is valuable
information for them. | know that there’ sa philosophical stand that
libraries take where they don’t want to be charging user fees. They
need to be getting enough funding and be valued enough by the
government that their service is more accessible to people.

What we're finding is that —well, for example, when you charge
for a service, you're suggesting that it's not necessary to al users.
| think there's something to that. We do have people that are
deprived of library servicesbecausethey can’t afford to pay. | know
some would say: “Oh, pshaw. Come on; it's only 10 bucks or 15
bucks or 40 bucks. Anybody can afford that.” Well, | supposein a
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different world, but when you're living in a world like we have
where everything is 10 bucks or 15 bucks or 40 bucks, eventually
you have no more money left. | think library usage is one of those
areasthat peoplejust can't find the additional money for, and that's
a problem, because those are the folks that most need to access the
library.

But more than that, we have the numbers to show us that since
1994 the number of registered borrowers has decreased by 16
percent and overal circulation has decreased 4 percent even in
Edmonton with the addition of three new branches since 1996, but
vigits to the library are steadily increasing by an average of 12
percent per year. So fewer people are becoming members and
borrowing material, but more peopleare using thelibrary. | think as
a demonstration of our fundamental value for libraries, we need to
be giving consistent, stable, predictable funding and not making
libraries come to us and beg becausethey’ re pegged to an antiquated
funding system.

Certainly inthe Edmonton system elimination of membership fees
will remove a major barrier that's currently limiting access to
information for some segments of the population. Inthe documents
I’velooked at, thelibraries are advocating for the removal of library
card fees, and they have to look to the province to make up the $3
million in lost revenues.

When Banff publiclibrary eliminated its membership feein 2000,
it saw membership rise by 40 percent. Forty percent.

MR. MacDONALD: That's alot of readers.

MS BLAKEMAN: Oh, yeah. And circulation of library materials
reached the highest level ever.

MS CARLSON: And the Minister of Community Development
really supported that when hewas a Liberal.

MS BLAKEMAN: That's true. The Minister of Community
Development really did support that when hewasalLiberal. SolI'm
sure that he will find his way to supporting it now that he's a
minister. Certainly the pressure ison from over here.

Y ou know, | keep repeating that it’ safundamental value, butitis,
and we need to see the support there, the money where the mouthis.
I think it’s more than that. 1t's about afree flow of information to
everyonewho wantsit regardless of income or any other factor. It's,
I think, vital to the functioning of afree society.

So we had a per capitarate of $4.29, which was reduced in 1994
cutsto $4.03. [interjections] | have other members rooting along
with me in this particular discussion, so a number of us fed
passionately about it.

MS CARLSON: Would those be government members?

MS BLAKEMAN: Y eah, they are government members.

It really hasn’t increased. Population figures on which the per
capita grants were based were frozen at 1991 population figuresfor
six years, and they’'re now based on 1997 figures. That hurts. |
mean, in those six yearstherewas alot of cost cutting, reduction in
purchase of new materials, some maintenance that had to be set
aside, some programs that weren't able to be expanded based on a
population increase. There were alot of sacrifices that were made
to keep the doors open during those years. Then they had an
increase bringing them up to ’ 97, and they’ ve been stuck at that ' 97
rate now for 5 years.

We haveto remember that the cost of living for libraries continued
to increase even if their grants didn’t, which isan issue that | often

bring up in context with funding for the arts groups. They can’t go
out and buy material to build sets or paint sets or have costumes or
mount avisual art display and say: “Well, I'm only being funded,”
in the case of the arts, “in 1988 dollars, so can | pay in 1988 dol-
lars?” No. They have to be paid in 2001 dollars. It's exactly the
same thing with libraries.

Now, thisis aspecific point brought forward around Edmonton.
By not adjusting the per capitagrant to yearly changesin population,
the provincial government has shortchanged Edmonton Public
Library by approximately $323,000. That doesn’t sound like alot
of money. Itisn’t alot of money, but it sure makes a differencein
alibrary system. Thereare over 32,000 Edmontoniansfor whom no
provincial library dollars are made available. That starts to count
when in acity the size of Edmonton, if we look at it that way, there
are 32,000 peoplewe can’t serviceat al. You can usethose figures
for anywhereyou want to pick out: Calgary, Grande Prairie, Stettler,
Camrose, Banff, Vermilion, LIoydminster. Anywhere you want to
look, that same thing is going to hold true.

10:00

The funding package currently before the provincial government
for their consideration includes a per capitaincrease from $4.03 to
$5. Now, it may well be that that’s, in fact, what happened, but
given theway the government sets up its estimates book, we areable
to get less and less information. Things arerolled up so much asto
what you see on the page here. Well, I'm assuming thelibrariesare
under this, but it’ sunder Alberta Foundation for the Arts’ statement
of operations. assisting arts promotion; film development; arts
participation; arts support; artist development; collection, preserva
tion, and display of provincial artworks; and administration.

Somewherein thereislibraries, but wedon’t know where, and we
don’t know what it was increased from to bring us to the $14.9
million that was mentioned in the business plan. So | have great
concern about that, but more than that, I'm looking for a commit-
ment from the government that | won’t have to be standing here
every year begging for the money to be increased to libraries. It
needsto bereliable, predictable, long-term, sustainable funding for
libraries. [interjections] | hopenot. | have some colleagueswho are
more cynical than I. I’'m the angel of optimism here. I’'m hoping
that it's going to happen and that | won’'t have to keep getting up
here and talking about this.

A special note needsto be made about funding for urban libraries.
| will statethat | am concerned about al librariesin the province, but
obviously I'm an Edmonton MLA and use the Edmonton libraries
and am most concerned about the libraries in my riding, which
includesthe central library. There hasbeen alot of support recently
for creating aquality of accessfor Albertanslivingin rura areas, but
urban libraries need to be able to address their unique demands as
well. Mostly what's included in that is both a growing but aso a
very diverse population, where you have multilanguage, multiback-
ground, multi-economic backgrounds. There'sjust such adiversity
of people that we are trying to address. New branches have to be
built, and certainly technology support increases many times over.
Asl| said, the needs of cultural groups need to be addressed. | think
there’ saneed to provide targeted funding to the larger urban centres
to maintain a level playing field and to alow public libraries to
address the needs of the large urban centres in the provincewide
library partnership.

TheAlbertapubliclibrary electronic network: it goes by APLEN.
We had put a fair amount of money into that to have a network
capability be established that created an electronic model for
Albertansto accesslibraries’ resourcesacrossthe province, and I’'m
delighted that that was of benefit to libraries outside of what they
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would call the main corridor. As of March 31 the initia phase of
this project ended, as| noted before. That lineitemisnot turning up
in the budget anymore. Ongoing support is needed to maintain this
network. There's no point in us having created the money to get it
up and then have no funding to maintain it and train the library staff
or even pay for the basic Internet connections and continue to
purchase the databases and the linkages with universities and
colleges. Thisisan excellent project. We did put money into it to
start with. I’ d like to make sure that the money isthereto sustain it.

We aso have the Supernet, that was announced by the govern-
ment in one of its many one-time-only funding announcements in
the last year, whereby they would run high-speed Internet to the
outside of every municipal building in every town. A niceidea, but
that’ s bringing it to the outside of the building. Somehow libraries
that are already stretched for resources, as|’ve now talked about for
some 18 minutes, are expected to bring the Internet connection into
thebuilding, wireit up through the building, and make surethat they
have the hardware systems to run this.

| mean, that makes me apoplectic. If | was alibrary manager in
some town, where am | supposed to score the extramoney to bring
that Internet connection up through the walls? The construction
costs alone to just physically get the wires up through the wall and
to wherever my computer is — no matter how you cut that, you're
into somemoney. Y ou know, that’ s not part of what thelibrary was
planning to spend, so it’s like being given a gift. It's a bit like,
“You've won a free trip to Barbados if you can just pay the $600
insurance fee for it to claim your prize.” Well, trying to come up
with the $600 is beyond most peopl€’' s means, so forget about that
trip.

Well, we have exactly the same situation here. We have a
wonderful opportunity brought to the outside of the building, but
trying to come up with the money to get it into the building and have
the hardware and the training for the staff and everything elsethat’s
needed I’ msurefor somelibrariesisjust simply beyond their means.
So we have agreat ideathat just doesn't have follow-through here.
| did ask a question about it, and | was told that no additional
funding was going to be made available to any of those municipal
buildings, and in particular the libraries, to actually make it usable.

So | have spent al of my time here talking about libraries. Just
very quickly one other thing. Asamember of the Public Accounts
Committee, which is an all-party legislative committee, I’'m putting
forward the notation that the budget for that committee needs to be
increased. Now, it is approved by Members Services, | think, but
we're in asituation where we now have 24 ministries to scrutinize,
and the government is in session for such alittle time —we've been
in about six weeks this time and maybe three weeks in the fall —
we're looking at seven ministries out of 24. We need to be able to
meet outside of session.

Thank you very much for this opportunity.

THE CHAIRMAN: The hon. Member for Lacombe-Stettler.

MRS. GORDON: Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. | am going
to stand and support what the hon. member hasjust said. | amvery,
very concerned about how we view libraries. | go back to 1993-94
when library funding was cut, and it hasn't been reinstated. Then
along the way we're using 1997 census figures. The hon. member
talked about the Edmonton situation, but the situation is the same
everywhere, particularly in al of those communities that have
grown. It concernsme agreat deal. Over the last several months|
have had a number of librarians, library staff, library trustees from
many, many places talk to me.

| think that it is very important that we addressthis. | hopethat it

issomething that my colleaguesthat areresponsible, the Minister of
Revenue for instance — | hope that it is something that is on the
agenda at the Future Summit. We talk about the financial side of
things and having the lowest taxes in Canada and the best province
for many, many things. We could excel and have the best library
systemin al of Canada, and it wouldn’t take too much to do that,
but we have to be committed to it.

10:10

For many, many years | served municipally. Onaregular basisa
number of groups, of course, come and approach you, and anumber
of those groups are sports groups. | have nothing against sports
groups. | think it's important in communities that we have arenas
and swimming poolsand soccer fields and baseball and so forth, but
it's also important to have alibrary that’s funded, that’s accessible
to everyone in the community. It'simportant that these dollars are
intoday’ sdollars, not 1993 dollars. The price of abook hasgone up
33 and athird percent since 1994.

AN HON. MEMBER: Go to Chapters.

MRS. GORDON: It doesn’t matter whether it's Chapters or who it
is. The price of abook has gone up. It's costing our libraries more
money to accessthose books, regardl ess of whether they’ reinvol ved
with the regiond library system. It is something that | have
expressed often in question period in this Assembly, and | feel very,
very strongly that we must take a hard look at this.

I know in the communitiesthat | represent, the community | live
in, our library is an important, important part of that community.
Not only do we have the function of books. | mean, it is just
wonderful that someone can go into a library today and with the
technology, if your home library doesn’t have that book, they can
bring that book in for you, often within two or three days. | can
access this library here and drop my book off in Lacombe, Alberta.
Now, what better servicethanthat? | don't want to losethat. | think
it's taken us along time to get thisto where it's at, and we need to
ensure that it stays, if not increases, and that we do have the best
library system.

Our library in my hometown hasanumber of children’ sprograms:
not only the library itself and reading and the book end of it but a
number of play things and toddler time. As well, they provide a
wonderful service to seniors and shut-ins. They have volunteers,
Friends of the Library, that will take and give of their own time to
ensure that peoplethat arein the hospital have accessto books. For
people that are in the nursing homes or senior citizens' lodges or
those that are just in their own homes from inclement weather or
have a cold or the flu, they will deliver booksto them. So think it
isvery, very important.

My challenge that | put out there: please, please, can this be part
of the discussion at the Future Summit? | think we will find thisis
something that Albertans very much want.

Now, one thing | do have to say too, though I'm no longer
involved, is that the community lottery board program in most
communities was very, very receptive to helping libraries. In
helping libraries, it wasn’t helping them with books but often with
shelving or other things that were needed in the library. | know that
alot of librarians, when | was involved with the community lottery
board program, would write or phone me and thank me for that
program because they were able to access dollars for things that
were needed.

| hope that | have put the challenge out there. I’'m very proud of
what has happened in Alberta and for anumber of things where we
can stand up and say: yes, we arethe best in Canada. But | would be
very, very proud if | could stand up and say that we have the best
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library system in al of Canada and that we are a province that
recognizes the necessity for our young people to have access to a
well-stocked library that’ s open and accessible when they can useit.
I think it would be marvelousif we could say that we don’t want our
libraries to charge membership fees, that that serviceisavailable to
anyone who comes through that door, that they can pick up abook
anywhere and it can be dropped off anywhere, and any author or title
can be accessed by them very, very quickly.
Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Highlands.

MR. MASON: Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. I'm pleased
to address the government’s Appropriation Act, Bill 20. I'm just
going to go through very, very generally some of the concerns that
we have with respect to the expenditures and revenues which the
government has requested for this year. |'ve addressed a little bit
already in my previous comments the flat tax, which we have a
serious concern with, something which I’m not going to repeat.

We also have very serious reservations about the shifting of
revenue sourcesfor the government asawhole. Thereareanumber
of thingsthat are occurring or not occurring that are moving around
the burden on Albertans, and we have quite a concern about that.

The cut to corporate taxes is something that causes us quite a bit
of concern. We do support reduction in the small business tax that
thegovernment hasbrought forward. Wethink that that’ s something
that's sustainable, that’'s something that can be afforded, and we
think that it's an area where if you do have adequate sources of
revenue in other aress, it's appropriate. The results, quite frankly,
of cutting taxes for small business on employment and on the
business sector itself are much greater in our view if you put your
emphasis on small business as opposed to big corporations.

Conversely, Mr. Chairman, we are very much opposed to the
drastic reduction in corporate income tax that this government is
proposing. | think another member in previousdebate stated that it’s
far too simplistic to equate low corporate income tax with business
growth or growth in the economy or employment or any of those
factors. If it werethe casethat low corporate taxeswere aguarantee
of prosperity and full employment, you wouldn’t see such poverty
in places like Haiti, as | think the hon. Member for Edmonton-
Riverview referred to, or many other very, very poor Third World
countriesthat have extremely low corporatetax rates. Soit’sfar too
simplisticto believethat simply cutting corporateincometax iswhat
is attracting investment to this province and will continue to do so
in the future.

[Mr. Marz in the chair]

I think it’ s very, very dangerous, as we get into amore globalized
economy, that different jurisdictions are competing with each other
to cut taxesfor corporations. Infact, | would say that it'squite clear
that big transnational corporations are playing off political jurisdic-
tions one against the other in order to drive down their tax rates
around the world. They promise many, many things for that, but |
think the evidenceisfar from conclusivethat it is necessary in order
to ensure prosperity. 1 liken it, rather, to a form of blackmail. |
think that theresulting revenue position of many, many governments
is going to result in further cuts to the standard of living of average
peopl e, low-incomepeopl e, and the programsthat they depend upon.

We do support theincreasein the personal exemption. Oneof the
hon. members on the government side from Grande Prairie made a
point about how many, many |ow-income people are going to cease
having to pay income tax, but he connected that with the flat tax. It

has nothing to do with the flat tax at al. They're two separate
issues, two separate measures that are both being brought in at the
same time. The increase in the personal exemption is entirely
responsible for the elimination of the people with very low income
from the tax rolls atogether. It has nothing to do with the flat tax.
The reduction in the persona exemption simply masks the
maldistributive effect of the flat tax on income classes in this
province.
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Wethink it’shigh timethat the government eliminated the royalty
tax credit, which | think has cost this province around $200 million
ayear. | thinkit'stotally without foundation. | don’t know what the
policy basis is for it. What does the province get as a result?
Certainly it's atax holiday for corporations, but I’'m not sure what
the policy benefit is. | would appreciate it if someone opposite
would stand up and enlighten me on that point.

We continue, Mr. Chairman, to collect far less for our resources
than we ought to, and we collect far less than many other jurisdic-
tionsdo. The government is very proud of saying and even going
down to Washington to say that the oil and gas in the ground in
Alberta belongs to the people of Alberta, yet we sell it for a song.
We let companies come in and take it out of the ground, make
enormous profitsout of it, and we don’t have enough respect for our
own ownership of those resources to insist on afair price for those
resources from the companies that come here, many of them not
even from Canada, to extract our oil and gas. | think it’s shameful
that the government continuesto take afraction of the royalties that
it ought to. Just because of the enormous amount and the current
price of gasand oil that’ s being taken out of the ground, the govern-
ment’s revenue picture is very rich. So it may not be readily
apparent to people that we could be getting even more, vastly more
amounts of revenues from our oil and gas if we insisted on a fair
price from the companies.

One of the aspects of thisact that | find most troubling is the fact
that from gambling revenue we're taking approximately a billion
dollars of revenue. If members can just think how much that isand
how much is being extracted from people who can ill afford to
support government operations and the problems that are being
caused by that, | think they will realize that it’s an obscene amount
of money to betaking from ordinary citizensthrough gambling. We
don’t take anywhere near that kind of money from people buying
food or housing or other necessities of life, but for something as
unnecessary asgamblingit’ san enormousamount of money. | think
it's high time the government began treatment for its addiction to
gambling revenue. | would recommend any number of 12-step
programs.

We need to begin aso dealing with the codependence that the
government has created, and that is the community groups. The
pushers have convinced them: “Just try alittle bit. You'll likeit.”
Now they need more and more and more. So instead of getting
revenue from the people who should be providingit, the people that
can afford it, they’ ve involved themselves in avery, very addictive
style of revenue, getting many community groups hooked on it as
well. | think that’s been a deliberate policy of the government.
They've been very crafty about it, and | think that the whole
situation is extremely dysfunctiona and needs treatment.

| would like to talk alittle bit about some of the things that the
government could have done from afinancial point of view, starting
with health care premiums. | also spoke to that a little bit. My
colleague, the leader of our party, addressed the question of health
care premiums, which | think isavery contradictory position for the
government to continue collecting health care premiumsfrom every
family, regardless of their ability to pay, when they’re hell bent on
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eliminating taxes of every description, of course mostly for the
wealthy and the corporations. Their avowed aim is to cut taxes
wherever they can. Hereisavery, very regressive tax, that stands
out like a sore thumb, yet they are blind to this tax.

The other point that 1'd like to make, Mr. Chairman, is the
question of tuition fees, which in Alberta are among the highest in
theland. We have prided ourselveson our education systemand our
commitment to education, yet student debt has become a very
significant barrier to many young people getting an education,
particularly those from modest-income backgrounds. So why has
the government cut taxes? Why has the government cut all sorts of
chargesto the citizens as they are awash in oil and gas revenue and
awash in gambling revenue? They could afford to do that, but again
they’ veturned ablind eye to the question of tuition fees. | think that
it's high time that they acted to bring down tuition fees. In fact, |
would go so far as to suggest that they should be slashed. They
should be returned to the level that they existed at just afew years
ago, and that isa very, very much lower level than they're at now.
That's for sure, Mr. Chairman.

Since the government is awash in cash at the moment, | have to
ask why they haven't worked to extend the medicare system in our
province and why they haven’t considered bringing in coverage for
prescription drugs for Albertans. | think that that would be an
excellent program. It's a very, very high cost of health care. Of
course, oneof theuncompl eted or unfulfilled aspects of themedicare
systemisin fact the drug component. Since medicare was brought
into this country, first in Saskatchewan under the NDP government
of Tommy Douglas and then adopted by the federal government as
anational program, the proportion of drugs as a component of the
entire health care cost has grown dramatically. So it’stime that we
work to evolve medicare and take it to the next stage.

I think a prescription drug plan that is universal would be avery
good step in that regard to ensure that we do have universal health
care for everyone who needsit. Also, | think we would be able to
significantly lower medical costs as awhole, because we would be
able to promote the use of generic drugs. There would be bulk
buying of drugs and so on. All of those would work to bring down
the cost of medication in our health caresystem. So | seethisasalso
away of controlling costs in our health care system.

I want to touch briefly on the need for more municipal grantsin
our province. |I've talked alittle bit in this Assembly about police
grants, the need to support community policing among our police
forces, the need for more funding for transportation and particularly
acapital program to support LRT extension in both Edmonton and
in Cagary.

Going back briefly to police grants, | want to reiterate a point that
| also made earlier in the Assembly that an increase in police grants
for RCMP for smaller communitiesis most welcome, but it needsto
be matched with a provision of some grants for police in other
centres that have their own police service.

10:30

| want to talk alittle bit about libraries aswell. Both the Member
for Edmonton-Centre and the Member for Lacombe-Stettler have
spoken eloquently about that, and | also would liketo join my voice
with theirs. | served for anumber of years on thelibrary board here
inthe publiclibrary systemin Edmonton, and | cantell you firsthand
what a fabulous job they do with very, very limited resources. In
Edmonton, for example, we have the highest utilization rate of any
place in Canada, and at the same time we have virtually the lowest
per capitafunding of any library in Canada.

Edmontoniansand Albertansusetheir librariesand usethemvery,
very extensively. Thefact that we' ve been ableto maintain virtually

afreeborrowing policy and good quality inthe collectionsand so on
is due more to the hard work of our librarians, our public library
boards, and municipalities that have compensated for reductionsin
provincial funding. | think this is something that the government
ought to pay attention to.

[Mr. Tannas in the chair]

| can assure them that support for libraries runs right across the
economic spectrum in our society. It runsright across the political
spectrum. It'snotjust Sociaistsor Liberal sthat read booksand visit
thelibraries. | can assure members opposite that Toriesdo it just as
much and benefit just asmuch. Infact, thereisactually abook here
inthe House, so we haveliteracy in the House, and I’ m very pleased
to seethat. | would like to support my two hon. colleaguesin their
call for more funding for libraries.

It's hard for usin our party sometimes to dig through the govern-
ment budget and say that you should cut hereor you should cut there
and so on, but we do have some comments about waste in govern-
ment. Oneof thethingsthat is of great concern isthe multiplication
of government departments. This flies in the face of al of the
rhetoric and campaigns of previous Conservative regimes about
streamlining, simplifying government, reducing the number of
departments, and so on. Now we have four new departments that
weren’t necessary one year ago, but now all of a sudden they are
necessary. We've addressed during the debate on the estimates
specific costs of duplication in terms of ministers' salaries, deputy
ministers salaries, assistant deputy ministers' salaries, and so on.
We think that there are significant costs that are completely
unnecessary.

Mr. Chairman, | want to qualify that. We certainly are supportive
of the establishment of the Ministry of Seniors, and we think that
that’ saprogressivestep. Hopefully the government will again begin
to address the needs of seniors, many of whose programs were
dramatically slashed in the early and mid-1990s. | look forward to
some good things from that department.

In conclusion, Mr. Chairman, we think that the government’s
revenue sources are distorted and not placing the burden of govern-
ment expenditures on those who can most afford to pay, taking
advantage of the weak in our society, to a degree, through their
dependence on gambling. They have not eliminated many of the
costs to Albertans that would benefit everybody, particularly the
low- and middle-income people, such as health care premiums,
tuition, and so on. Thereare many areas of government expenditure
that are still too low, and there are areas where the government is
wasting money on unnecessary governing. We think that those
things ought to be corrected.

With those comments, Mr. Chairman, | will now take my seat.
Thank you.

THE CHAIRMAN: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Riverview.

DR. TAFT: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. My biggest comments
relating to Bill 20 haveto do with thelong-term sustainability of the
fiscal situation of the Alberta government and indeed the wealth of
Albertans. I’'m concerned that we need to be paying attention to
benefitingall Albertans, notjust al Albertanstoday but all Albertans
into the future.

MSBLAKEMAN: Y ou mean an Alberta advantage for all, not just
the privileged few?

DR. TAFT: An Albertaadvantagefor all. And not just for all today
but for, as | say, future generations.
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| think that if we're to do that, the future has to be approached
with an eye to the lessons of the past, especially the lessons of the
past 30 years, which | think certainly mark the period in which the
current party has been ruling. They also mark the time in which
petroleum prices have jumped to unprecedented levels. We're all
awarethat Albertahasthe most volatile economy in North America
We go through big booms, then we seem to go through rather
dramatic busts, and then we' re back into booms again. We' ve come
to adapt to that, we live with that, and we can cope, but we do pay
aheavy pricefor that. | think we need to work towards stability over
thelong term.

Alberta' s is a petroleum-driven economy. The biggest thing by
far that differentiates Alberta seconomy from, let’s say, Manitoba' s
isour petroleum. | think if we areto maintain the kind of advantage
and benefitswe have over other provinces, we haveto become better
stewards of our wealth than we have been in the past.

We can illustrate the kind of wealth we enjoy here by looking at
afew numbers and comparing what happens in Alberta with what
happensin other provinces. The government of Albertareceivesin
natural resource revenues about twice the amount that al other
Canadian provincesreceivecombined. | think that’ sworth repeating
for al of those who arelistening to me. The government of Alberta
receivesin natural resource revenues about twice the amount that all
other Canadian provinces combined receive. We have a level of
wealth flowing through our treasury that is unparalleled in the rest
of the country, and that wealth flows not from our own clevernessor
our own factories or our own education, but it flows from the fact
that we stand on huge petroleum reserves.

Now, when | went through and looked at the budget, the single
most striking figurein all of that was the revenue figure for conven-
tional oil, which was budgeted at $881 million for this year. The
actual the year before was $1.4 billion, and | imagine the actual this
year will be a bit higher than what has been budgeted. But $881
million, whileit’ salot of money, isprobably a75to 80 percent drop
in the revenue provided by conventional oil income 15 yearsago in
Alberta. In other words, although oil prices are good today, we are
earning only a small fraction of what we once earned, because
conventional oil production has dropped so dramatically. Our
conventional oil reserves are well under 50 percent of what they
were at their peak, and our conventional oil production has aso
dropped dramatically.

The oil age is over in Alberta, and the current boom is being
driven largely by natural gas. The pattern is being repeated with
natural gas that we experienced with conventional oil. Natural gas
reserves are dropping in Alberta. The size of gasreservesfound in
Albertain the past 15 yearsis less than one-quarter the size of pre-
1980 discoveries. So just as we went through a 20-year boom and
then declined in our conventional oil reserves, let's say from the
1970s to the 1990s, we are going through the same process with
natura gas now.

10:40

Now, admittedly, heavy oil reserves areimmense, but they do not
provide the royalties that conventional petroleum does. We also
have to remember the lessons of other Albertatowns and areas, the
lessons of places like Drumheller and Nordegg and the Crowsnest.
In many cases all those areas were boomtowns driven by cod at one
time. Coal production from the 1920s until the 1950s was tremen-
dous. | believe that in 1950 there were well over a hundred active
coal minesin the Red Deer River Valley and the Drumheller area,
yet amere 10 years later 90 percent of those mines were closed, not
because the coal was gone but because technology had made those
coal minesobsolete. Therailroads had replaced steam engineswith

petroleum-driven engines, and the demand for coa simply vani shed.

Certainly there are technol ogies under devel opment today that are
aimed specifically at making oil and gas obsol ete, and in 10 or 20 or
30 yearsthose technologieswill probably cometo fruition. 1t won’'t
matter that we have hundreds of billions of barrels of oil in the oil
sands, because people simply won’t want it.

So | am looking in Bill 20 and in the budgets of today and the
future from this government for an emphasis on sustainability. This
has implications for things such as the heritage trust fund. The
heritage trust fund, | think, needs to be attended to. It needsto be
grown. We need to be looking at ways of increasing the income to
the heritage trust fund or some similar vehicle so that when petro-
leum revenues decline, as they inevitably will, we have something
to fall back on.

This aso has implications for our tax policies. | am concerned
that the fad of rushing toward the lowest level of taxes that are
possiblein theshort termin Albertawill cost usvery seriously inthe
long term. Those kinds of fads are simply not sustainable. We do
need to face up to thefact that in amodern civilized society taxesare
apricewe pay. Whether we want schools or health care or roads or
safefood or social justice, we need to pay taxes. | think we need to
face up to that and accept that as afact of life and not get caught up
in the rush towards the lowest possible taxes, or in the long run we
will also havethelowest possible quality of lifefor the most number
of Albertans.

Other implications of the swings in Alberta have to do with the
direct delivery of public services here. The swingsthat we've seen
in health care funding, education funding, municipality funding,
funding for roads and infrastructure, where during the boom times
we pour money into those areas and during the slower times we pull
money out, those patterns cause great disruptions. Wefind that we
are laying off thousands of people and then struggling just a few
yearslater to rehirethem. We are closing facilities or even destroy-
ing them and then moving just afew yearslater to replacethem. We
arelettingtheinfrastructure, both human and physical, run down and
deteriorate, and then we are faced with higher costs than ever to
bring it back up to standards.

Soweneed along-termfiscal approachin thisprovinceled by this
government that works toward stability and sustainability. Increas-
ing government spending dramatical ly when the economy ishot and
then cutting back on government spending when the economy has
stalled is the opposite of good economic policy. We should be
looking at ways to invest while the economy is slow and to dampen
the booms when they are occurring. So one of the big general
themes I’m concerned about with Bill 20 is the need for a sustain-
able and stable fiscal palicy.

A second area and the only other area | will comment on this
evening has to do with health care spending. Health care spending
does consume a substantial portion of the provincia budget, and
certainly there areindications that health care spending isrising. If
it continuesto riseintheway it hasin thisyear, it's not going to be
sustainable, but | don’t think we need to be bankrupting ourselvesto
have an outstanding health care system that meets the needs of all
Albertans.

I think some of the ideas that could keep the health care system
sustainable are aready floating about, are well regarded, well
devel oped, and have been mentioned by some of my colleagues on
this side of the Assembly. One of those is a pharmacare program.
A public pharmacare program would counteract the wildly soaring
costs of drugs in Canada. In fact, it's an indicator of how market
forcesfail in health care that one of the areas where market forces
dominate and things have been left to the private-sector,
pharmaceuticals, is where costs are rising most dramatically, yet
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thereis experience from other jurisdictionsthat apublic pharmacare
program can provide equal or better service while containing costs
and in fact lowering costs. So | would encourage this government
to look very seriously at a public pharmacare program.

The same thing applies to home care. When they areiill or as
elderly Albertans become frail, most Albertans would much prefer
to stay in their homes. We can look at developing a public home
care program, funded, administered, staffed, and operated publicly,
that becomes the backbone of our health care system in the same
way that institutions have traditionally been the backbone of that
hedlth care system. By shifting resources more and more to home
care and keeping institutional costs contained, | think we can go a
long way to preserving the functioning of our medicare system and
along way to stabilizing the historically unstable patterns of public
spending in Alberta.

We must also keep medicare public, and that includes the
provision of many more active treatment services such as surgeries.
As we move, as I'm afraid we are moving, towards private, for-
profit delivery of these services, we are bringing into the system
forces that will press costs up. We are seeing that played out once
againintheUnited States, which hasthelargest private-sector health
care system in the world. A recent article in the New York Times
talks about the unprecedented surge in the last year in health care
costsin the United States that’s being driven by for-profit corpora
tions trying to compensate for lower profit marginsin other areas of
the economy and trying to compete with returns on high-tech or
high-profit investments in other areas of the economy.

Frankly, what’s occurring in many parts of the United States now
istherise of private, for-profit monopoliesin health care, and these
monopolies are able to dictate to insurers and health care providers
what priceswill be paid. Wemust not go in that direction. Wemust
keep medicare public in Alberta. Bringing private, for-profit
corporations into the health care system, as | said, will simply
increase the forces that drive up our costs.

Asl review Bill 20 and as| ook forward to future versions of Bill
20 and future budgets, I’m looking to agovernment that isintent on
building a base for permanent prosperity in Alberta. 1I'm not
convinced yet that we're at that point. | hope we get there soon.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

10:50
THE CHAIRMAN: The hon. Member for Edmonton-Ellerslie.

MS CARLSON: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. | just have a couple of
comments that | didn’t have an opportunity to ask the Minister of
Environment about earlier, and | would like him to address these
questions at some point in the near future.

Specifically what | want to ask him about, Mr. Chairman, in
terms of planning for the next year and the years to come on
electricity policy from the environmental side are ideas that came
out of the Pembina institute paper A Smart Electricity Policy for
Alberta. Could the minister tell us what he plansto do in terms of
their policy proposal that talks about establishing and fundinganew,
nonprofit Albertaenergy efficiency officethat would help overcome
various energy inefficiencies?

They could act as a centra co-ordinating body for energy
efficiency with an emphasis on education, information, and co-

ordination of zero-interest energy efficiency loans to consumers,
targeted efficiency rebates, and the development of technical
standards. The principal objective of this would be to work with
retail electricity companies to help them implement their energy
efficiency portfolio standards, and existing electrical retailers could
be the main facilitative and delivery agents for this. If he could
comment on that, | would appreciate it.

Also, their other policy proposal of establishing an Albertaenergy
efficiency revolving fund. This fund, which could be created
through aonetimeAlbertagovernment contribution of $100 million,
would act as an endowment for energy efficiency for the province.
Theprimary functionwould beto providezero-interest loansto end-
use consumers to implement energy efficiency measures, and these
loans could be co-ordinated by the energy efficiency office. The
fund would be replenished through |oan payments.

One of the most significant barriers to cost-efficient, effective
energy efficiency in Alberta is the lack of access to capita to
implement appropriate measures. We think that this would be a
really good idea. They could look to the city of Toronto, which has
had something similar to this happen.

So if the Minister of Energy could answer those questionsfor me,
Mr. Chairman, then | conclude my remarks on this bill.

[The clauses of Bill 20 agreed to]

[Title and preamble agreed to]

THE CHAIRMAN: Shall the bill be reported? Are you agreed?
HON. MEMBERS: Agreed.

THE CHAIRMAN: Opposed? Carried.
The hon. Government House L eader.

MR. HANCOCK: Thank you, Mr. Chairman. | would movethat the
committee rise and report.

[Motion carried]
[The Deputy Speaker in the chair]

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: The hon. Member for Olds-Didsbury-
Three Hills.

MR. MARZ: Mr. Speaker, the Committee of the Whole has had
under consideration and reports Bill 20.

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: Does the Assembly concur in this
report?

HON. MEMBERS: Agreed.
THE DEPUTY SPEAKER: Opposed? So ordered.

[At 10:56 p.m. the Assembly adjourned to Thursday at 1:30 p.m.]
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