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REACTIONS TO THE
ROYALTY REVIEW
By Samantha Power

The release of Alberta’s royalty review panel recommendations in 
January was a hotly anticipated event that turned into a missed 
opportunity to set a new financial course in Alberta.

That was the reaction of some policy experts who were dismayed 
that Alberta’s first new government in 44 years decided to stick with 
a royalty scheme set by its predecessor.

“It’s a problem with the panel just listening to the industry and 
reacting to the low price, so it is disappointing,” says Jim Roy, a 
senior advisor to Alberta Energy from 1985-1992 and an advisor on 
the 1992 royalty review.

Roy thinks the review’s biggest failure was it didn’t create a 
mechanism to increase royalty rates in times of higher oil prices. The 
new government is still grappling with Alberta’s decades-old problem: 
How to make resource revenues work in times of both economic 
boom and bust?

“It is important for the formulas to be self-correcting so the 
government does get a proper share,” says Roy.

The five-month long review concluded that royalty rates are 
“generally appropriate.” Roy argues the economic argument does not 
make sense. The review recommends continuing the new well royalty 
regulation, which incentivizes the creation of new wells. Incentivizing 
production during a time of low oil prices only encourages greater 
production that will result in a flooded market and keep the price of 
oil low, says Roy.

The royalty review results are also politically tough for the NDP: the recommendations are the opposite of what 
New Democrats had long-argued in opposition and suggested in their election platform, where they stated that 
rates need to be higher to deliver a fair share to Albertans.

“The premier tried to say ‘mea culpa’ during the press conference. ‘I learned something I didn’t know beforehand,’” 
says Ian Urquhart, a University of Alberta political science professor.

But that statement won’t be enough for opposition parties.
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NOTICE OF
SESSION
Tuesday, March 8
– Second Session of the 
29th Legislature Begins

Assembly will be held from 

March 8 to June 2, with 

adjournments between March 

18 – April 1 and April 22 – April 

29. 

to 6:00 pm; Tuesdays from 

10:00 am to noon and 1:30 to 

6:00 pm; Wednesdays from 

9:00 am to noon and 1:30 to 

6:00 pm; and Thursdays from 

9:00 am to noon and 1:30 to 

4:30 pm.

“They’ll try to suggest that other ideas the New Democrats have may not be particularly well thought out,” says Urquhart.

Despite the about-face on the royalty position, the review did focus on value-added processing, an issue the New 
Democrats have long advocated for. That could include some form of subsidy to refining and upgrading to keep those 
processes in the province. 

The review also recommended a more transparent and regular system to report royalty revenue and show Albertans how 
the system is working. 

Finally, the review enhances the royalty framework for crude oil and natural gas, but here too, Roy says, is an area where 
the government is losing another resource opportunity.

The review will lower the 30 per cent royalty on propane and butane to five per cent. While the review determined keeping 
the rate low would allow a payout to occur more quickly, Roy says this could lead to a one billion dollar revenue loss per 
year.

Resource revenue makes up five per cent of Alberta’s 
budget, down from a high of 40 per cent 10 years 
ago. But as it now stands, there is no mechanism to 
build on that if and when oil prices recover. Alberta’s 
government still has an unanswered revenue 
question.

That’s the real problem, says Joel French, executive director of Public Interest Alberta. The review did not address how the 
government will shift the role resource revenue plays in provincial budgeting.

“If royalty rates are appropriate when prices are low, then what does that mean for the way we finance our public 
services?” says French, who argues the government needs to engage in a meaningful conversation about taxation.

A deficit is inevitable in the spring budget, says Mel McMillan, a professor of public economics at the University of Alberta. 
He argues now is not the time to make drastic decisions on revenue initiatives. But if the government wants to maintain 
spending on services in future years, it must look at the question of revenue generation.

McMillan believes the carbon tax is the most likely candidate to make up some of Alberta’s revenue needs.

“They’ve maxed out corporate income taxes, beyond what I would have recommended….The obvious disparity between 
other provinces and Alberta is the sales tax.”

But the NDP has adamantly rejected implementing a sales tax in Alberta.

Roy says there is still opportunity for Albertans to demand their fair share of royalty revenues. For example, the panel does 
not include a formula for post-payout rate calculations on royalties, which happens after wells are built and a company has 
generated a profit that exceeds its capital expenses. 

The post-payout rate on oilsands projects is currently 25 per cent. It’s possible, says Roy, for the government to create a 
high-end rate royalty collection of 80 per cent of the available economic rent.

The review also recommends a framework be created for regular royalty reviews, which McMillan says shouldn’t happen 
any time soon – but could open the door to future rate increases.

“You don’t want to be doing this in an ad-hoc and frequent fashion,” says McMillan. “You want to set a system that can be 
relied upon in the long-term.”

Albertans might hope those future review coincide with a higher price of oil.

twitter.com/samantha_power

Resource revenue makes up
five per cent of Alberta’s budget,
down from a high of 40 per cent



Tuesday, February 23 – Alberta NDP: Leader's 
Reception (fundraiser) at the Art Gallery of Alberta

Saturday, February 27 - Banff-Cochrane NDP: 
AGM at Canmore Miner’s Union Hall, 2 pm

MLA: Cam Westhead

Monday, February 29 - Edmonton McClung 
NDP: “Friendraiser” at Uncle Glenn’s Pub on 
156th St Edmonton, 7 pm

MLA: Lorne Dach

Monday, February 29 – Calgary Fort NDP:
Hold the Fort (fundraiser) at Iron Stage & Grill

MLA:	  Joe Ceci

Wednesday, March 2 - Fort Saskatchewan - 
Vegreville NDP: AGM, Lamont United Church

MLA: Jessica Littlewod

Sunday, March 6 – International Women’s Day 
March in Edmonton

Non-partisan event that many government MLAs likely to 
attend

www.facebook.com/events/483200085202483
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GOVERNING PARTY EVENTS

Legislature Profile

BRIAN TOPP
Brian Topp is Premier Rachel Notley’s Chief of Staff and has been involved with the 

Alberta NDP since the provincial election last spring. Mr. Topp supported the newly elected 

premier as chair of her transition team, providing Ms. Notley with advice and support as 

she structured her new government. 

Mr. Topp started in politics as a legislative assistant and researcher for a NDP MP in 1989, 

directed the research unit for former Saskatchewan premier Roy Romanow before 

becoming his deputy chief of staff, and then returned to Ottawa in 1997 to advise Jack 

Layton and coordinate the NDP war room in the 1997 and 2004 federal elections. As the 

national campaign director for the NDP in 2006 and 2008, Mr. Topp helped position the 

party to achieve official opposition status in the 2011 federal election.

Mr. Topp was also recruited to run the B.C. NDP campaign in 2013.

Since 2008, Mr. Topp has served as chair of the board for the Creative Arts Savings & 

Credit Union, co-chaired the FilmOntario board, was board member for the Pinewood 

Toronto Studios and the ROI Fund, and executive director and CEO for ACTRA Toronto.

Most recently, Mr. Topp was a director for the Broadbent Institute and partner with Kool 

Topp & Guy Public Affairs firm.

Brian Topp is Premier
Rachel Notley’s Chief of Staff
*Photo courtesy of LinkedIn.

Website Information/Purchase Tickets for all NDP Events/Fundraisers:

www.albertandp.ca/events
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There were several proposed changes to the Whistleblower Protection Act 

discussed at the January 27 meeting of the Select Special Ethics and 

Accountability Committee. The committee is considering broadening the 

category of worker protected under the act.

Select Special Ethics and Accountability Committee

¤ The Select Special Ethics and Accountability Committee has been 

appointed to review the Election Act, the Election Finances and 

Contributions Disclosure Act, the Conflicts of Interest Act, and the Public 

Interest Disclosure (Whistleblower Protection) Act.

¤ Ms. Christina Gray (Chair) (ND); Ms. Brandy Payne (Deputy Chair) 

(ND); Mr. Wayne Anderson (WR); Mr. Greg Clark (AP); Estefania 
Cortes-Vargas (ND); Mr. Scott Cyr (WR); Ms. Sandra Jansen (PC); Mr. 

Rod Loyola (ND); Ms. Stephanie McLean (ND); Ms. Barb Miller (ND); 

Ricardo Miranda (ND); Mr. Chris Nielsen (ND); Mr. Jason Nixon (WR); 

Ms. Marie Renaud (ND); Dr. Richard Starke (PC); Dr. David Swann 

(AL); Mr. Glenn van Dijken (WR)

o The Ethics and Accountability Committee discussed the Public Interest 
on January 27. The committee 

appeared to be strongly considering amending the Act to incorporate 

contracted or delegated services of the government. During the committee 

meeting, Peter Hourihan, the Public Interest Commissioner Ombudsman, 

recommended the Act!include “entities receiving significant government 

funding or publicly funded by way of a levy or a service (that is) the 

responsibility of government and should have the requisite inclusion… (such 

as) long-term care facilities, the child and family services area, and licensing.” 
This change would likely allow contracted or delegated service 
providers to report perceived “wrongdoings” in government activity or to 
complain about government services such as RFP and granting 
processes. According to Mr. Hourihan, there are currently “no other Canadian 

jurisdictions that extend the disclosure of wrongdoing to contracted service 

providers”.
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FAST FACT:
Stranding committees are 
permanent committees 
established by the Standing 
Orders. Standing committees are 
appointed at the start of each 
new Legislature and exist for the 
life of the Legislature, although 
some changes in membership 
may occur.

FAST FACT:
Select Special Committees are 
struck for specific purposes. 
When a select special committee 
releases its report, its work is 
complete and the committee is 
disbanded unless otherwise 
directed by the Assembly.
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