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Seniors Drug Plan Under Attack Again

Noel Somerville & Terry Price, Public Interest Alberta's Seniors' Task Force
Seniors have worked their entire lives to contribute to
Alberta. They deserve to know they have access to the care
they need as they age. The Alberta Seniors Drug Plan was
one way to government provided assurance that if a senior
became ill and needed medication, they'd be able to
affordably access it.
The Alberta Seniors Drug Benefit Program was initially
established in 1970 to provide universal prescription drug
coverage (as well as free ambulance services and accidental
dental care) for all Albertans aged 65 or older and their
spouses or partners. This plan provides coverage for all drugs
listed in the Alberta Drug Benefit List with a co-payment of
30% of cost to a maximum of $25 per prescription.
Just prior to Christmas 2008, Ron Liepert, then Minister of
Health, launched the first attack on the Plan. In his
Pharmaceutical Strategy, the proposal would have
eliminated universality and linked the deductible to a
percentage of income, with a maximum deductible of $7,500
per year.
Seniors, and the many organizations representing them,
quickly reacted with protests and anger. In response,
Minister Liepert released revisions to the proposal in April
2009 that sought to minimize the impact on middle income
seniors.
If adopted, this revised proposal, which would be optional for
seniors, would reduce co-payments to 20% of cost to a
maximum of $15 per prescription, and introduce an
escalating monthly premium for individuals with annual
incomes in excess of $24,000, and families with annual
incomes in excess of $48,000.
Needless to say, the revised plan did little to quell the
concerns of seniors who pointed out that the government
was trying to off-load its costs onto vulnerable people who
were old enough and sick enough to require prescription
drugs.
This impasse continued until March 2010, at which time the
newly appointed Minister of Health, Gene Zwozdesky, reinstated the original Seniors Drug Plan.
The second attack on the Seniors Drug Plan came in the
provincial budget of Premier Alison Redford in September
2013 by Minister of Health, Fred Horne. Again, the proposal
was to eliminate the universality of the Seniors Drug Plan
replacing it with a means-tested plan, though no details
were given.

Horne had made an election promise to retain the plan, and
further frustrated by repeated, unsuccessful efforts to obtain
a meeting with either the Minister or the Premier, the
Seniors’ Task Force of Public Interest Alberta occupied
Minister Horne’s constituency office in January 2014 and
refused to leave.
The adverse public attention this generated for government,
and actions by other seniors’ groups, finally led to a meeting
with Minister Horne at which he acknowledged the concerns
and subsequently withdrew the second set of proposed
changes to the Seniors Drug Plan. This was quickly followed
by Premier Redford’s resignation in March, 2014.
Governments weren’t done yet! A similar proposal emerged
from the office of Minister Sarah Hoffman in the NDP
government of Rachel Notley in the fall of 2016. Meanstesting and a $25 co-pay were back on the table.
Again, seniors and their advocates sent a letter to the
Minister and were successful in staving off this third attempt
to penalize seniors who are wrestling with ill-health.
Apparently, we are not done fighting! Not only is the Kenney
government exploring income testing for the seniors drug
plan, they have eliminated drug coverage for dependents
who are under the age of 65. These dependents could be
spouses, partners, children – some of whom may have
disabilities or debilitating illnesses.
Fair? We think not! Income testing for prescription drug
coverage is a form of surtax that falls on people not because
they are old, but because they are sick and require
medications. When did it become acceptable public policy to
tax people because they are sick?
Seniors and their advocates will be required to fight again.
Alberta seniors deserve better!

Frustrated by the fact that both the Premier and Minister
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Cuts to post-secondary education hurt all Albertans

Sadiya Nazir, Chair of Council of Alberta University Students (CAUS) and Vice-President External
for University of Calgary Students' Union
The current Government of Alberta, through Budget 2019,
has taken aim at our post-secondary institutions and
students. The impacts will limit the number of students able
and willing to pursue higher education. In Budget 2019, base
grant funding was reduced by about 10 percent across the
board, tuition can be increased by 22.5% over three years,
institutional accountability has decreased, and the interest
on student loans will be increased. All of these lead to
increased costs for students and increased debt for students
and their families.
While the government continues to call for all agencies,
boards, and committees to ‘find efficiencies’ they fail to
realize what cost savings options are actually available and
the effect they will have. The largest expenditure of a postsecondary institution (PSI) is staff. Not just professors but
people that staff services students need like libraries and
writing centers - things that help students succeed in their
studies and improve their employability by developing and
strengthening supplementary skills needed to be a good
engineer, teacher, or entrepreneur. These services are now at
risk as universities start to tighten their belts and decide
what is now unnecessary spending.
With a billion dollars, and counting, of deferred
maintenance at our campuses, the roofs that need to be fixed
will be delayed, and that laboratory you may have studied in
40 years ago will just have to be good enough for students for
the next few years. Educational quality is already at risk, and
it is only going to get worse with these cuts. Students are
expecting the worst: reduction in hours for libraries, student
supports to be canceled or drastically reduced, larger class
sizes as fewer contract professors are hired, and cost
increases well beyond the consumer price index (CPI).
With the thawing of the current tuition freeze, the 2006
tuition policy of Ralph Klein (or CPI) would come back into
effect seeing increases around two percent or so. Students
back then fought long and hard for this policy as they were
tired of seeing large increases, near 10%, year after year.
Students now possibly face three years of 7% increases, or
22.5% combined. This means in 2022/23 students will be
paying on average almost $1300 more than students now just
in tuition. That is a total of $7071 for just one-year tuition, not
counting fees. According to Stats Can, Alberta currently
already has some of the highest non-academic fees in
Canada, placing Alberta at the top of the combined tuition
and fees comparison. While base grants to our universities
are decreasing, costs for students will skyrocket. While
quality suffers, students and their families will pay more.

The government repeats that Alberta has the most generous
student financial aid program in the country. As long as one
only counts the amount of money going out they are correct;
however, if you examine the split between non-repayable aid
and loans, Alberta is far less generous.
Alberta’s aid system is not means-tested, and will virtually
always grant loans to students. From 2005 to 2015, Statistics
Canada reports the average debt load from government
sources increased by 42% to $30,000. Just as students pay
more at the university cashier, we will also pay 1% more for
student loans; and so will you if you still haven’t paid them
off. Assuming it takes the full ten years to pay off, a $30,000
provincial student loan will cost $1,722 more just in interest.
As the rate of tuition increases, CAUS expects student debt
levels to also increase, which again increases the total
students and their families pay for post-secondary
education.
As Alberta’s young adults start to enter the workforce and
look to establish themselves within the economy, student
loans dangle like a scimitar overhead limiting every action. A
$300 minimum payment each month for a student loan
drastically eats up the paycheck. Also, as any mortgage
specialist will tell you, high monthly payments for loans also
decrease one’s ability to get a mortgage let alone save for the
down-payment.
Students are not calling for more. Students are simply calling
for the same thing, an affordable, accessible post-secondary
education.
CAUS represents over 100,000 undergraduate students from the University of Alberta, the University
of Calgary, the University of Lethbridge, Mount Royal University, and MacEwan University.
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Clear alternative to budget cuts is fixing our tax revenue
shortage
Joel French, Public Interest Alberta Executive Director
If there is a common theme in the United Conservative Party
(UCP) government’s first budget, it is pain. Cuts hurt, and there
is no area of public services in the budget that was left
unscathed. Although that approach was expected by many,
particularly in the wake of the report from the Blue Ribbon
Panel on Alberta’s Finances, the degree of the cuts and their
impact on Albertans was more difficult to predict until budget
day. The budget’s overall problem was similar to that of the
Panel: it focused squarely on significant cuts to public services,
rather than on addressing Alberta’s severe shortage of tax
revenue.
The cuts are numerous and range widely. They will have major
negative impacts on Albertans in the areas of health care,
seniors, post-secondary education, and K-12 education, as well
as climate change and programs that support our most
vulnerable residents.
In health care, the government is clearly moving to offload costs
from the public system onto Albertans and their families, while
boosting the profits of those looking to make money off those
in need of care, whether it be seniors’ care in a facility, surgeries,
or diagnostic tests. These cuts to front-line health care services
are at odds with Premier Kenney’s “Public Health Guarantee”
announcement he made during his election campaign, where
he promised front-line services would be protected from any
cuts. Our allies at Friends of Medicare (friendsofmedicare.org)
have been doing excellent work to inform Albertans about the
cuts and the impact they will have on all of us.
Schools in our province had already been suffering from years of
neglect before the UCP government took over. Class sizes under
successive governments were already far too large; analysis by
the Edmonton Journal in 2018 showed that in six of the
province’s largest school districts, between 78 and 91 percent of
K-3 classes exceeded the province’s own guidelines
for class size. And as class sizes have grown, the needs of
children have also become more complex, and classroom
supports for those needs have not seen any significant new
investment in a long time.
Instead of addressing these problems the UCP government
inherited, they decided to make them worse by cutting an
additional $275 million out of the education budget provincewide. As school boards struggle to deal with that cut, fees for
things like bussing are skyrocketing, while teachers,
educational assistants, and custodial and maintenance staff are
being laid off. Our under-resourced education systems are
going to have it even worse, and those most affected will be
families and the kids whose futures are at stake.
The budget also contained significant cuts to programs
supporting some of Albertans most vulnerable populations.

Several income support programs had their indexation cut,
which means the amounts people receive will not longer keep
pace with inflation every year. Included in those cuts was
Income Support, Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped
(AISH), and the Alberta Seniors’ Benefit. These cuts are cruel
and shameful; our government should not be balancing its
budget on the back of Alberta’s most vulnerable residents.
While it is not explicitly mentioned in the budget, the
government’s own documents point to a clear alternative to
these widespread cuts. They show that if we had the same tax
system as any other province in the country, the minimum
amount of additional revenue we would raise every year is $13.4
billion. For context, the government estimates the budget
deficit this year to be $8.7 billion. The clear path forward is to fix
our tax revenue shortage and invest more, not less, in our public
services.
Instead, the government is heading in the opposite direction
with a four percent cut to the corporate tax, which is paid by
large corporations on their profits. Over four years, the
government estimates these corporations will pay $4.7 billion
less in taxes.
Budgets are always about choices and trade-offs, and the
choice this government has made is clear. This government
believes large corporations should be making far more profit
than they already are, and the money will come from cuts to
public services and to programs supporting our most
vulnerable. This budget is extremely unpopular among
Albertans. Now is the time for all of to advocate for the clear
alternative; fixing our tax system to protect and strengthen our
public services.
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