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A fair and just Alberta for all: 

PRIORITIES FOR CHANGE

A provincial election is an important opportunity for 
Albertans to identify changes that are needed in our 

province and to engage in advocacy to promote those 
changes.

There is no doubt that we need major changes in how 
Alberta’s government supports our public services, and 
in particular in how we fund them. But we need to look 
beyond our provincial government’s current financial 
shortfall, to the bigger picture. 

Our current unacceptable situation is characterized 
by health care, education and social services that 
increasingly are straining to meet the needs of a growing 
population, with clearly inadequate resources, despite 
Alberta’s status as Canada’s wealthiest province. The 
latest provincial budget will only make matters worse 
with serious cuts to many public services. This results 
from an ongoing failure to make necessary investments in 
our public services, in favour of extreme low-tax policies 
that further advantage wealthy individuals and corporate 
interests.

In this province, there is simply no need for overcrowded 
schools, long lines in emergency wards, long waiting lists 
for surgery, crumbling infrastructure, inadequate public 
transit in our growing cities, and an absence of protection 
for our environment.

Alberta’s over-reliance on revenues from energy resources 
has contributed to the problem of our inadequate tax 
base, which becomes starkly evident whenever energy 
prices fall. In recent decades, our government has reacted 
to declines in resource revenue by cutting budgets and 
services – policies which have made the situation worse. 
They have stubbornly refused to consider a far better 
alternative: raising government revenues in fair and 
equitable ways, and properly supporting our valued 
public services.

These misguided policies have led to four growing 
“deficits” in our province: an infrastructure deficit, a 
public services deficit, an environmental deficit, and 
a democratic deficit. We need wise policies to address 
these deficits in the interest of all Albertans.
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Alberta’s government has tabled a financial framework they say will serve 
as a basis for change – but all of the signs are that more of the same old 
policies will once again make things worse. This time, we need the right 
changes.

The individuals and organizations that make up Public Interest Alberta are 
advocating for a very different approach, one that is based on policies to 
support a fair and just Alberta for all.

The problems facing Alberta are complex and rooted in decades of bad 
decisions, and require changes across a wide range of programs. To that 
end, for each of nine areas, PIA is recommending three priorities that will 
make the biggest difference in bringing about a better Alberta for all.

These changes must be supported by reforms to Alberta’s taxation 
policies, including returning corporate taxes to a more reasonable level, 
re-instituting progressive income taxes so that rich Albertans pay a larger 
share, and getting a fairer return in royalties on Albertans’ energy resources 
to ensure the long-term viability of the province’s finances.

Instead of accepting even more cutbacks, we are urging citizens to use the 
opportunity of this important election to advocate for these priorities for 
change, which will result in stronger community services supported by 
more equitable taxation policies.

These changes will come if we do the hard work of democracy and use 
effective advocacy tools to create the necessary political will.

We urge Albertans to help in making it happen by choosing from the range 
of options for action and advocacy suggested at the conclusion of this 
report, both in the coming provincial election and in the years to follow.
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The Current Situation
To many, Alberta’s troubled government finances represent a great puzzle or paradox. 

Our province is often said to be the wealthiest jurisdiction in North America, with 
its resource-based economy the envy of the rest of Canada. At the same time, our 
infrastructure is inadequate and deteriorating, we don’t have schools where they are 
needed, our classrooms are overcrowded, our health care system is characterized by 
overcrowded emergency wards and long waits for surgery, and too many of our seniors 
can’t find appropriate long term care.

While the problems become obvious when volatile energy prices decline, they are always 
there, just below the surface. Our public services are clearly underfunded - but not 
because we are overspending.

In fact, it is now abundantly clear that our province has a revenue problem, brought on 
by misguided decisions made in past decades by our governments. Specifically, they 
have mistakenly “turned off the taps” of legitimate and much-needed revenue through 
slashing corporate tax, replacing our progressive income tax with a ‘flat tax,’ and 
have given away our non-renewable resources with completely inadequate royalty 
rates.

When we ask who benefits from these wrong-headed policies, the answer is now 
quite clear: wealthy and corporate interests have benefitted enormously from these tax 
policies, while ordinary Albertans have paid the price through paying more than their 
fair share of taxes and receiving inadequate public services in return – all in Canada’s 
wealthiest province.

Our provincial governments have been able to get by when energy prices are high by 
unwisely living off the returns from our non-renewable resources. But price drops are 
invariably followed by government calls to further cut back on already-inadequate public 
services, stretched to the limit struggling with insufficient resources to meet the needs of 
a growing population.

revenue reform

HUMAN SERVICES AND POVERTY

ENVIRONMENT
POST SECONDARY EDUCATION

DEMOCRACY

EARLY CHILDHOOD AND CARE

revenue reform SENIORS
HEALTH CARE

childcare

eDUCATION

MAKING IT HAPPEN



A  F A I R  A N D  J U S T  A L B E R T A  F O R  A L L :  P R I O R I T I E S  F O R  C H A N G E4

Priorities for Change 
A fair and just Alberta must have genuine revenue reform.

The Alberta government’s recent budget clearly illustrates 
their continuing stubborn refusal to do what needs to be 
done. Once again they have protected their corporate 
friends by refusing to touch the tax on corporations. They 
have also protected wealthy Albertans by rejecting a 
return to progressive income taxation in anything but a 
token way. 

Meanwhile, ordinary Albertans will be paying “more for 
less” through a variety of tax increases and further cuts to 
public services. 

It is time for real change and the solutions are right in 
front of us. We need to reform our tax laws in equitable 
ways to provide the necessary funds to support our public 
services.

It is increasingly quite clear that Alberta’s tax system 
raises far less money than other provinces, and we can 
raise substantially more funds without endangering 
the province’s competitiveness. A variety of proposals  
have been discussed in recent months, but in terms of 
fairness, equity and effectiveness, Public Interest Alberta 
recommends the following changes:

1. Replace the flat tax with a genuine progressive 
income tax that will have wealthy Albertans 
pay a fairer share.  The minimal progressive tax 
announced in budget 2015 that is being phased in 
will only bring in an additional $87 million in 2015 
and $420 million in 2016. On the other hand, if taxable 
income over $100,000 were taxed at the national 
average income tax rate for high income earners, 
Alberta would bring in an additional $2.86 billion.

2. Raise the level of corporate tax so that 
corporations pay a fairer share.  The Alberta 
government has refused to change the low corporate 
tax rate of 10% which is the lowest in the country. If 
we set the corporate tax rate at the national average 
of 12.6%, this would bring in an additional $ 1 
billion more than expected from corporate taxes in 
2015.

3. Over the longer term, raise royalty rates so that 
Albertans receive a fairer share on the sale of 
their non-renewable resources. Alberta’s current 
royalty rates constitute a giveaway of scarce and 
valuable resources that we own as citizens, to the 
benefit of wealthy and corporate interests. Ensuring 
more fair royalties would provide a solid foundation 
for building and maintaining public infrastructure and 
for savings for future generations.

These proposed changes are fair, reasonable and 
achievable. They would provide the funds necessary to 
fund our public services on a sustainable basis, would 
end the reliance on volatile resource revenues and 
inevitable cycles of cutbacks, and would not undermine 
the province’s economic competitiveness.

We hope that you will tell candidates and parties that 
you support these changes, that it is a top priority 
for you, and that your vote will depend on whether 
they support these changes as well.
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The Current Situation
Far too many families with young children in Alberta struggle to find affordable, quality 
early childhood education and care.  Alberta invests near the lowest amount per capita 
on childcare of all of the provinces and Canada is the third lowest in funding for childcare 
of the OECD countries. As government policies treat early childhood education and care 
as a market commodity rather than a public good, there is a growing number of spaces 
controlled by large childcare corporations, while non-profit and family run centres 
struggle to survive. 

The current challenges include:
• Very limited access to childcare means families are on long waiting lists to get into 

quality childcare centres and are either putting their children into unregulated care 
or parents are unable to go back to work or school until their children are older. Even 
though the provincial government receives funding from the federal government for 
space creation, the Alberta government cut the space creation program in 2011. A 
recent survey of childcare operations done by Public Interest Alberta showed one 
third of childcare centres and day homes do not provide care for infants and 62% do 
not provide care for children with complex special needs. 

• Early childhood education and care is also very expensive in Alberta with costs 
ranging from over $1200 per month per child for infant care to around $750 per 
month for older children. The subsidy rates for low-income families help reduce 
these costs, but 70% of childcare operators say the subsidy rates are too low and 
74% of families receiving subsidies are paying more than $200 per month.  

• Two of the biggest obstacles to challenge facing the improvement in the quality and 
accessibility of childcare in Alberta are low wages for childcare professionals and 
the lack of support for professional development.  Despite some funding for wage 
enhancements for early childhood educators, wages remain far too low resulting in 
too few young people choosing to enter the profession. 
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Priorities for Change 
A fair and just Alberta would build a comprehensive, 
affordable early childhood education and care system.

1. Improve access to early childhood education and 
after school care programs

 Targeted investments to help support increased 
access for childcare spaces would allow for more 
access for families with infants, children with special 
needs and low-income communities where the need 
is greatest. A provincial space creation program could 
support the establishment of childcare centres in 
underutilized schools and require all new schools to 
be built with additional space for early childhood and 
after school programs. 

2. Invest in a truly affordable childcare system
 By investing in a comprehensive childcare program, 

Alberta could cap the maximum parent fees for 
childcare at $15 per day and subsidize low income 
families on a sliding scale. As proven with the $7/
day childcare system in Quebec, an increase in the 
number of people in the workforce would more than 
pay for the cost of the childcare system through 
increased tax revenues. 

3. Support the professionalization of early 
childhood educators

 Early childhood educators need to make fair 
living wages and get the education and ongoing 
professional development that will improve 
the quality of education and care in Alberta.  A 
comprehensive early childhood education and care 
strategy would improve the wages and benefits so 
level one staff would see their wages rise to more 
than $20/hour, level two staff to $25/hour and level 
three to more than $30/hour. Furthermore, this 
strategy would provide the necessary support and 
time for implementing the province’s new curriculum 
framework and develop enough staff to support 
children with special needs.  
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The Current Situation
Like other public services in our province, Alberta’s K-12 education system is increasingly 
suffering from a combination of increased expectations and inadequate resources and 
support from our provincial government – despite Alberta’s wealth and strong economy. 

In many situations, these conditions mean the needs of far too many students are not 
being met, and have led to rising dissatisfaction from parents and frustration on the part 
of teachers and educational staff. The signs are evident in schools and classrooms across 
the province, as illustrated in PIA’s recent Alarm Bells Ringing report, and include the 
following:

• The impact of large classes combined with growing complexity and high needs
• The failure to provide adequate staffing to properly support and educate children 

with special needs
• The need to provide more support for children who are English language learners
• The failure to support early learning, including full day kindergarten
• The lack of schools in new areas, and the failure to maintain and renovate existing 

schools
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Priorities for Change
A fair and just Alberta requires strengthening our K-12 
education system. 

Our province has the capacity to make the necessary 
investments in public education, and needs to put in 
place equitable revenue reform strategies in order to 
make the necessary funding available to school boards.

In terms of policies and programs, the province must 
put in place the classroom conditions that allow 
teachers and educational staff to do their best work, 
which is centred on developing the gifts, talents and 
full potential of every child.

Public Interest Alberta favours a comprehensive approach 
over the longer term in order to make the changes that 
will allow us to fulfil the promise of public education for 
all our children. In the short term, we believe that the 
following three changes will make the biggest difference:

1. Mandating and funding reasonable class sizes
 For a brief period it seemed that our province was 

moving in the right direction in this regard, but in 
recent years class sizes have increased substantially 
in too many cases.  The government needs to make 
a firm commitment to putting in place the class sizes 
recommended in the Alberta Commission on Learning 
report, along with the funding necessary to do so.

2. More effective supports for children with 
 special needs
 The provincial government’s recent initiatives in this 

area are widely seen to be completely inadequate. It 
is time for the allocation of needed resources and a 
comprehensive approach to ensure that the needs 
of these children are fully met. The recent Report 
of the Blue Ribbon Panel on Inclusive Education in 
Alberta Schools offers 38 recommendations for the 
effective implementation of inclusive education, all of 
which should be endorsed and implemented by our 
government as the foundation for action.   
(http://bit.ly/1FvqTzZ)

3.  Improvements to early learning
 The evidence is clear and overwhelming: making wise 

investments to support learning in the early years 
(0-5) has the biggest potential to improve education, 
and the highest payoff in reducing later problems 
in areas beyond education that include health and 
social wellbeing.  The six recommendations in The 
Final Report of the Early Child Development Mapping 
Project (ECMap 2015) provide an excellent foundation 
for action, and should be implemented by Alberta’s 
government. (www.ecmap.ca.)
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The Current Situation

Alberta’s post-secondary education (PSE) system has many excellent colleges, technical 
institutions and universities that provide an admirable education for many.  While 
we have much to be proud of in our PSE system, it is increasingly clear that there are 
serious and growing problems that are undermining the quality, affordability and the 
accessibility of our system, to the detriment of individuals, families and Alberta society in 
general. These difficulties are the result of misguided policies, a lack of effective support 
and a failure of long-term vision.

After a series of PSE cutbacks, Alberta’s 2015 budget has further slashed operational 
funding to post-secondary institutions by $28 million (1.4%) which will be followed by 
an even deeper cut of 2.7% in 2016 – all of this in the face of Alberta’s rapidly increasing 
population.  

PSE institutions are still struggling with the effects of a massive 7.2% ($147 million) cut 
in the 2013 budget that resulted in many staff layoffs, the reduction or elimination of 
programs, and increased class sizes. The effects of the funding cuts are clearly seen 
in staff reductions that affect the quality of education programs as well as in further 
increases to the mounting deferred maintenance at all of the institutions.   

Alberta has the lowest PSE participation rates in Canada, with only 18% of young people 
attending institutions compared to the national average of 24%.  In other words, Alberta 
would have to expand the number of student spaces by one-third just to reach the 
national average.  However, instead of increasing the number of student spaces, these 
latest budget cuts are going to result in reduced access to existing programs and the 
elimination of some programs all together.   This means that more qualified students will 
be denied entrance into programs at a time when Alberta continues to predict a large 
skilled jobs shortage. 

Premier Prentice has also signaled the government’s intention to change the tuition 
fee policy to allow institutions to dramatically increase tuition rates.  Furthermore, the 
government recently announced they would allow institutions to increase tuition on 
select programs (“market modifiers”) and they have allowed non-instructional fees to 
increase to the highest in the country.  These factors are leading to record student debt 
levels, made worse by government cuts to bursaries in favour of increased support for 
student debt.  
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The quality of post-secondary education depends in part on our ability to attract 
excellent faculty and graduate students to our institutions.  However, ongoing 
government cut backs are transforming more teaching positions into short-term contract 
staff positions, with low pay and limited prospects.  Athabasca University is even setting 
up a call centre that students will contact for help rather than being able to connect 
directly to their instructors. Funding for research by faculty and graduate students is 
getting increasingly difficult to access unless supported by corporations. 

It is clear that Alberta’s government is attempting to limit its PSE costs by underfunding 
the system and forcing individuals and families to bear much more of the burden. 
These short-sighted policies are inconsistent with fairness and equity, they undermine 
accessibility, affordability and quality, and they are compromising the futures of 
individuals and the overall educational level of our province in a competitive world. 

We need a dramatic change in direction, one which recognizes that a strong PSE system 
benefits everyone and needs to be supported by fair and equitable taxation revenue in 
sustainable ways.

Priorities for Change
A  fair and just Alberta requires more enlightened 
policies and sustained investment in building a more 
accessible, affordable and high quality post-secondary 
education system. 

1. Quality post secondary education should be 
recognized and supported as a public good that 
benefits all of society and helps to strengthen and 
diversify our economy. With sustainable investment 
in quality PSE, Alberta will be able to develop the 
diverse knowledge and skills of trades people and 
professionals needed for the future.  By attracting and 
retaining quality faculty, staff and graduate students 
Alberta will improve our education system, conduct 
important research and provide a foundation for a 
more competitive economy.

2. We need to increase access to post-secondary 
education to at least the national average. 
Increasing program spaces will allow us to stop 
turning away so many qualified young people from 
our colleges, institutes and universities, and will allow 
many more students to develop their full potential, to 

the benefit of all. Much of the investment in improved 
education of our young people also will be recovered 
in taxes at a later date, due to their increased 
earnings. These policies need to be seen as wise 
investments in our individual and collective futures, 
and in the province’s economic well-being.

3. Alberta’s government must reverse its policy 
of transferring the costs of post-secondary 
education onto students and their families, and 
return to more affordable tuition. The solution 
is not more student debt – it is part of the problem. 
The government’s refusal to ask corporations and 
wealthy individuals to pay fair taxes also must 
change, in order to help fund a PSE system that is in 
all of our interests.  We need affordable tuition fees so 
that post secondary education is not available only 
to individuals from wealthy families. We also need 
policies to provide more grants for low-income, rural 
and aboriginal students in order to ensure that our 
PSE system is genuinely open to all Albertans. 
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The Current Situation
Alberta’s Conservative party promised in the 2012 election to establish a comprehensive 
poverty reduction strategy that would eliminate child poverty in five years and reduce 
overall rates of poverty in ten. However, instead of taking action, they conducted a two 
year consultation called the Social Policy Framework and have still not announced 
their poverty reduction strategy three years after making this promise.  In the meantime, 
the system has faced increasing pressure, and the 2015 budget promises to make the 
situation much worse.

While Edmonton, Calgary and a number of other municipalities are taking steps to 
reduce poverty, the provincial government is going in the opposite direction by cutting 
programs and services that make a real difference for families:
• The provincial government has not increased Family and Community Support 

Services (FCSS) funding for over seven years, which is forcing municipalities to either 
increase funding or cut these programs that are proven to prevent poverty. 

• Other cuts to the Human Services 2015 budget include child intervention services, 
foster care support program, homeless and outreach supports, early intervention for 
children and youth and prevention of family violence. 

•  While the province has announced in the budget that they will bring in a Family 
Employment Tax Credit and a Working Family Supplement, neither of these 
measures will be implemented until July 2016.

Alberta is one of the wealthiest places on earth yet income inequality is growing faster 
here than in any other province. While the top 1% of income earners have seen their real 
income grow by over 60% since 1982, the bottom 50% of income earners have only seen 
a tiny increase of 3.4% in that time. Given that 60% of the 143,200 children in Alberta who 
live in poverty have at least one parent working full time, full year, one clear solution to 
poverty is to make sure that people are able to earn a living wage. However, we have the 
lowest provincial minimum wage in the country (tied with Saskatchewan at $10.20/hour). 
The latest statistics shows that 23% of all people in the workforce earn less than $16/
hour, with over 56% of low-wage workers being over 25 years of age. Women are far more 
likely to earn low wages with a recent study showing women in Alberta make 60 cents on 
a man’s dollar. 
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Quality public services are one of the most important ways that people are able to 
develop their full potential. While we still have strong public healthcare and education, 
these systems are under increasing strain as our population is growing and funding is not 
keeping pace. With the significant cuts to the 2015 health budget, it is going to be even 
harder to get access to mental health supports, and seniors and people with disabilities 
will continue to pay significant costs for their medical needs. Children with special needs 
are also going to  be seriously affected by the cuts to our public education system as 
class sizes will be increasing further as cuts are made to staffing.  The additional $50 
million cut to post-secondary education is also going to mean fewer young people will be 
able to attend or afford higher education, trapping more people in poverty. 

Priorities for Change
A fair and just Alberta must invest in a comprehensive 
poverty reduction strategy and properly support the 
most vulnerable people to develop their full potential 
and live healthy lives.

1. Alberta must establish a comprehensive poverty 
reduction strategy that will prevent, reduce 
and ultimately eliminate poverty in Alberta. The 
Alberta government must work closely with other 
levels of government and community partners to 
meet specific poverty reduction targets and timelines.  
There should be support for low-income families 
through an Alberta Child Benefit that is added to 
the Canadian Child Tax Benefit given by the federal 
government. There needs to be additional investment 
in affordable housing and increased support for 
people with disabilities. 

2. Policies and programs that support people to 
get quality living wage jobs must be implemented. 
This would include increasing the minimum wage to 
$15/hour, making sure government contracts include 
a living wage for contracted workers, and support 
for more language and employment training for new 
immigrants and others who need to upgrade their 
skills and literacy.  

3. There needs to be more investment in public 
services that allow all Albertans to live safe and 
healthy lives. This would involve a commitment 
to other policies and programs identified in this 
document, including  a quality affordable early 
childhood education and care system, reduced class 
sizes, support for children and adults with special 
needs, more access to affordable post-secondary 
education and programs to enable seniors to get the 
services and supports they need. 
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The Current Situation
Alberta once again has not only failed to move forward on environmental issues, but has 
taken further backward steps. As a result, our province’s environmental policies continue 
to deserve their low international reputation, to the detriment of our economy as well as 
our environment.

The 2015 provincial budget has again cut the environment ministry’s funding for 
monitoring and protecting the air, land, water, forests and animal habitat. These 
short-sighted cuts mean fewer staff to monitor and enforce regulations resulting in an 
increased reliance on industry to self monitor and regulate. Ignoring increasing evidence 
of the impact of climate change on our province, the government is also making 
significant cuts to the wild fire and emergency response budget despite the potential for 
increased wild fires like the one that destroyed a large section of the Town of Slave Lake 
in 2011 .  

There is a growing water crisis in southern Alberta due to increased demand for water 
from industry and population growth while annual river flows are reduced by diminishing 
ice packs in the eastern slopes of the mountains. The government has created a water 
license market that is resulting in the transfer of the right to access water for industrial 
and commercial development rather than  protecting our aquatic ecosystems or 
prioritizing use for food production and other basic human needs. New water and 
waste-water treatment regulations as well as new regional water management policies 
will most likely lead to increased privatization of water services, as federal and provincial 
infrastructure funding is tied to public private partnerships. 

Alberta’s environmental policies and regulations on energy are predominately designed 
to support increased development of our energy industry. The new arms-length Alberta 
Energy Regulator that is chaired by the former head of the Canadian Association 
of Petroleum Producers (CAPP) has taken over much of the regulatory functions of 
government that relate to the energy industry.   
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The Alberta government was supposed to announce its much-delayed new climate 
change policy in December 2014, but Premier Prentice instead announced that a new 
policy will not be revealed until June 2015, long after the provincial election. Alberta 
produces significantly more greenhouse gasses than any other province and will most 
likely not meet its very modest targets set for 2020. While other provinces like Ontario 
have eliminated coal fired electricity generation and supported the development of 
renewable energy, Alberta still relies on coal to produce more than 43% of the province’s 
electricity needs, with 40% from natural gas. The government currently charges only 
$15 per mega ton of CO2 on large emitters which is then given back to industry to do 
research.  The other major carbon reduction initiative is to spend $1.3 billion over 15 
years to fund two industrial carbon capture and storage projects - a process which Mr. 
Prentice called a “science experiment” last year.

Priorities for Change
A fair and just Alberta must protect our environment 
and support a transition to a green economy. 

1. The government needs to reinvest in the 
monitoring, protection and regulation of our 
air, land, water and forests.  There needs to be 
increased commitment to our provincial parks and 
other natural areas that protect the health of our 
ecosystems.

2. We must bring in a new water management 
strategy that prioritizes the protection of the water 
systems and water use for food production and 
human needs. There need to be new policies that 
support municipalities, rural areas and first nations’ 
communities to upgrade water and waste water 
treatment plants without privatizing the control of 
water. 

3. Alberta must bring in policies and programs that 
will take a leadership role in reducing green 
house gas emissions and supporting a transition 
to a sustainable renewable energy economy. 
This would involve firm targets to phase out coal-
fired electricity generation, greater investment in 
public transportation, appropriate carbon pricing 
policies, and programs and policies that lead to 
more energy efficient homes and buildings and 
increased renewable energy production.  These new 
policies and programs will support new employment 
opportunities that would reduce the effect of job 
losses that come from an over-reliance on world 
energy markets. 
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health care

The Current Situation
Our province’s public health care system has long been a top priority for Albertans, who 
have demonstrated time and again their strong collective belief that quality public health 
care is a right rather than a commodity, and a fundamental public good that must be 
available to all.

When Albertans are faced with an injury or illness we depend on our health care system 
to be there for us when we need it most. We rightly expect to have access to high quality 
health care based on our need and not on our ability to pay for it.

In spite of this high level of public support our public health care system continues to 
be underfunded, under-supported, mismanaged and even undermined by our federal 
and provincial governments, who seem intent on privatizing our system, despite the 
overwhelming evidence of the superiority of public health care in terms of equity and 
effectiveness.  

The successes in our health care system come from our health care professionals and 
front line workers who day after day keep the system going despite cuts to budgets, staff, 
and resources and still manage to give exemplary service. However, the prospect of more 
cuts and  privatization threatens to further erode their work, and it is time for changes to 
preserve and enhance our public health care for all Albertans.

The signs of the provincial government’s failure to support our public health care are 
readily apparent:
• Constant “reorganizations” and turmoil in management that have undermined the 

stability of the system
• Allocation of enormous subsidies to private businesses to take over operation of 

public services
• Fewer front-line workers providing our health care services
• Fewer beds in the system in both acute care and long-term care
• Ongoing failure to deal effectively with waiting lists for surgery and long waits in 

emergency wards
• Hospitals functioning at 105 to 120 per cent capacity, with patients in hallways, 

“double bunked” in wards, and even “roomed” in patient lounges
• Failure to provide much needed home care and long term care for seniors, and 

instead opening these areas up to private corporations for profit
• Overwhelming failure to maintain and renovate hospitals and other infrastructure, to 

the extent that patient care and safety are affected
• Ongoing refusal to institute a public pharmacare  program that would provide better 

service and reduce costs
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The 2015 budget will clearly make our health care system worse instead of 
better. Instead of seeing the improvements that Albertans want and need, 
we will be facing a direct cut of $160 million dollars with a further $950 
million in “growth pressures” to a system that is already underfunded – and 
all of this in Canada’s wealthiest province. The budget will also result in 
1700 fewer staff employed by Alberta Health Services. 

As a result of this misguided budget, Albertans will be paying more for 
less in health care, our public system will continue to be undermined, and 
wealthy individuals and corporations will be given even more opportunities 
to make profits.

Priorities for Change
The provincial election offers the opportunity for 
Albertans to demand a much better approach to 
supporting our public health care system. We need 
revenue reform so that public services are paid for 
through fair and equitable taxation. We also need to 
challenge candidates to make a clear commitment to the 
following key elements:

1. Improve and strengthen the public nature 
of our health care system and stop further 
privatization.  We must stop the proliferation of 
private care that creates a two-tiered system where 
those with the means have fast access to luxury care 
while most Albertans are stuck waiting for care in a 
public system starving for adequate funding. While 
we need to demand that candidates are unequivocal 
in their commitment to end this misguided approach, 
it is no longer acceptable just to try to protect an 
increasingly inadequate status quo. Instead, we 
must demand that our elected representatives 
be unwavering in their commitment to improve 
our public health care system, and to do so to by 
strengthening the public elements of our system. 
This involves expanding our public system, including 
pharmacare, so that the promise of public health care 
can be made real for all Albertans.

2. Invest in more front line health professionals and 
staff to improve the quality of care and reduce 
wait times.  Rather than reducing AHS staffing, we 
need to increase the system’s capacity throughout 
the province. We must do so by investing in the 
trained staff and health professionals needed to 
respond to the increased demands from our growing 
population. This would mean more access to primary 
care, diagnostic services, community mental health 
services, emergency medical services and specialized 
care. It also will require sustainable funding based 
on capacity planning that takes into account the 
predicted growth of our increasing population and an 
appropriate mix of staffing.  

3. Make the healthcare system more efficient by 
investing in the social determinants of health 
and preventative health measures. It is well 
established that a significant amount of the cost 
of our health care system can be reduced if we can 
address the root causes of why people need the 
health care system, and help them to lead healthier 
lives. To these ends, Alberta must invest much more 
in providing preventative community supports and 
primary care, programs to promote healthy lifestyles, 
and programs to reduce obesity, smoking and 
poverty. The gains in both cost reduction and health 
outcomes would be dramatic.
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The Current Situation
Alberta’s continuing care system is supposed to provide the homecare, drug coverage 
and institutional care for seniors suffering from cognitive impairment, chronic conditions 
or the inevitable frailty of old age. In fact, it is failing to do so. Seniors and their families 
cannot access the quality and amount of homecare they require. The seniors’ drug 
plan does not cover many of the newer medications they need and the 2015 budget is 
planning on making deeper cuts. The assisted living offered by corporate interests is 
often too expensive and out of reach. On top of that, the chronic shortage of long-term 
(nursing home) beds leaves many seniors languishing at home or in acute care hospital 
beds, thereby gumming up the hospital system.

This failure is based on several factors:
• Political decisions designed to perpetuate chronic underfunding of seniors care.
• Over-reliance on delivery of care by private, for-profit corporations without adequate 

regulations and enforcement protocols.
• The lack of mechanisms to fully monitor situations in which seniors are not receiving 

care from a sufficient number of properly qualified staff or situations where their 
security, safety and wellbeing are compromised.
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Underfunding of seniors care in Alberta
A recent study by the Canadian Institute for Health Information (CIHI) points out that 
the $506 per capita spending on seniors care in Alberta is a full 19% below the Canadian 
average of $625 per capita. This underfunding has been facilitated by government 
decisions such as the 2008 Long-term Care Strategy that froze the number of nursing 
home beds at a totally inadequate 14,500. The PIA Position Paper on LTC1 suggests we 
actually require about 20,000 LTC beds. Additionally, the current Seniors Drug Plan covers 
a very limited selection of prescription drugs2.
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1, 2 & 3 See PIA Position Papers on Long-Term Care, Pharmaceuticals and 
Homecare on the Seniors section of the PIA website @ pialberta.org

4 See “From Bad to Worse – Residential Elder Care in Alberta” on the 
research section of the Parkland Institute website 

 @ parklandinstitute.ca

5 Alberta Auditor General Report, October 2014, page 75. 
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Private, for-profit corporate delivery of seniors care
The fiduciary responsibility of any corporation is to ensure adequate shareholder return 
on investment. This is inconsistent with the primary responsibility of homecare3 and 
facility care, which should be the adequacy and safety of care. A recent study by the 
Parkland Institute4 documents the de-professionalization, staffing inadequacies and 
reduced hours of care per resident that result from the need to generate profit.

Monitoring
The current Care and Accommodation Standards established by Alberta Health are 
nowhere near comprehensive enough to ensure safe, never mind adequate, care 
in seniors’ facilities. Additionally, facilities are given eight weeks advance notice of 
inspections5, which makes the entire inspection system meaningless.

Priorities for Change
A fair and just Alberta would provide quality public 
seniors care for all. 

1.    Fund seniors care at or above the average 
Canadian per capita cost to support the 
following changes
•      Provide the number of long-term care beds 

actually needed for our growing seniors’ 
population

•   Ensure that all medications prescribed by a 
doctor are fully covered by the seniors drug plan

•    Home care must be a comprehensive and fully 
integrated service that is publicly delivered  and 
universally available on the basis of assessed 
need

2.   Reform seniors care in all care facilities
•     Develop comprehensive and enforceable care 

and accommodation standards that ensure 
enough adequately trained staff to deliver high 
quality care

•     Implement regular and un-announced 
inspections of all care facilities to enforce 
compliance with those standards

•      Empower ill seniors and their families by 
establishing Family Councils in all care facilities

•   Make the Alberta Senior Advocate an officer 
of the legislature with expanded powers to 
investigate and report on unsatisfactory or 
unsafe situations

3.   Stop subsidizing private, for-profit delivery of 
seniors care
•    Health care for seniors should be publicly 

delivered in the same way that hospital care for 
other Albertans is delivered
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The Current Situation
By almost any measure, Alberta is the least democratic province in Canada. Our 
province’s democratic deficit is deep and broad, and our current system gives wealthy 
and corporate elites undue influence and control at the expense of ordinary citizens.

This undemocratic system is a key reason why our legislature for decades has 
consistently enacted legislation and policies that further advantage wealthy and 
privileged groups while failing to meet the needs of families and communities, despite 
our province’s resource wealth and growing economy.

At the heart of this system is a set of campaign and party finance rules that is a recipe 
for control by rich individuals and corporations, with extremely high contribution limits, 
legalized corporate contributions to parties and elections, and no spending limits.

Alberta’s electoral system is also clearly undemocratic in terms of protecting the basic 
democratic elements of majority rule, minority rights, and political and legal equality. 
Our current first-past-the-post system routinely results in majority governments with less 
than a majority vote, and candidates elected with as little as one-third of the votes cast. 
Huge ranges in constituency populations undermine representation by population.

In addition, the important decisions about legislation and policy are increasing made by 
the premier and cabinet, without meaningful engagement of citizens and organizations; 
at best, “consultations” by government are limited, perfunctory and “safe.”
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Priorities for Change
A fair and just Alberta requires strengthening our 
democracy.

We need a comprehensive and systematic approach 
to democratic reform in our province. In order to make 
the biggest difference in the short term, Public Interest 
Alberta recommends the following three changes:

1. Campaign and Party Finance Reform
•  Reduce contribution limits to $1200 per year to 

ensure that wealthy contributors can no longer 
dominate party finances

•   Ban contributions by corporations and 
unions so that only electors can contribute to 
political campaigns

•   Institute reasonable spending limits on 
parties and candidates to parallel those that 
have worked well at the federal level and in all 
other provinces

•   Extend the rules on contributions and spending 
to cover party leadership and constituency 
contests

•   Institute much stronger rules on disclosure 
of contributions and spending, including 
pre-election reporting and enhanced donor 
identification rules
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2. Electoral Reform
•  Institute a preferential ballot for provincial 

elections to ensure election by majority of voters
•  Establish a high-profile and broadly-based 

provincial task force to recommend a specific 
proposal for proportional representation  for 
Alberta

•  Put in place legislation to ensure a maximum 
10% variation in constituency voting 
population to bring about more representation 
by population

•  Establish much stronger fixed election 
legislation

3. Strengthen citizen engagement in governance 
and decision-making
•  Reform current processes to ensure more 

effective citizen and civil society engagement 
in matters of public policy making, based 
on the “Ten Principles for Open and Inclusive 
Policy Making” by the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD)

•  Ensure the full range of affected groups 
of citizens is heard, by providing public 
funding and support to reduce barriers to full 
participation

•  Pass legislation requiring an annual report on 
the nature and extent of citizen and civil 
society participation  in matters of public 
policy, with recommendations on how to 
improve processes and outcomes  
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A provincial election is perhaps the single most effective opportunity for citizens to 
advocate for changes through Alberta’s political system.

Political parties put together policy positions, which citizens can try to influence, both in 
terms of making certain issues important and advocating for directions and policies. 

Candidates and parties are competing for votes, and are more likely to listen to 
individuals and groups. The more they hear from people with your views, the more likely 
they are to respond with appropriate changes.

Public Interest Alberta (PIA) is making good use of this opportunity to influence change, 
and we urge individuals and organizations who share these values and concerns to use 
this opportunity for advocacy to the fullest and to make use of the PIA proposals in their 
advocacy efforts. Here is a range of possible actions to help make a difference:
• All of Alberta’s political parties have websites which encourage voters to contact 

them. Send an e-mail to each party telling them that you view these issues and 
suggested changes as very important, and their positions on these issues will be 
crucial to your voting decision.

• Each candidate in your constituency will also have a website; send a similar e-mail 
to each party’s candidate, stating that you are a voter in their constituency. Briefly 
outline your support for the importance of these issues and changes, ask for their 
reaction to these proposals, and ask to talk with them by phone or in person 
regarding your views. Follow up by email and phone if you don’t receive a response.

• In the meeting with each candidate, stress the importance of finding out if they 
support these proposals, as it will make a major difference in how you vote.

• When you have determined which candidate and party are closest to your 
views, consider supporting them through making a donation, taking a sign and 
volunteering to work on their campaign in some way that you are comfortable with 
(putting up signs, delivering materials, phoning, canvassing)

• If there is a candidates’ forum during the election period, attend and raise questions 
related to the issues that are most important to you, and ask for a reaction from all 
candidates on how they would remedy the situation

• If you are active in any forms of social media, take advantage of the many 
opportunities to raise the issues and proposals on an ongoing basis

• Look for other groups or organizations who are promoting similar directions (Friends 
of Medicare, Parkland Institute, Alberta Federation of Labour) for more ideas and 
information

• If you are a member of an organization of people (church, community league, union, 
professional association, seniors’ group, charitable or service group) who might 
share your views, try to enlist others in the organization to take action in these ways.

This provincial election is an important opportunity for advocacy, but of course the 
work will not end with this vote. After the election make sure to check the PIA website for 
opportunities to continue this important work in promoting a fair and just Alberta for all.
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