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Blue Ribbon Panel Addresses Only One Side of the Alberta Finances Equation 

With a long history of overspending and the highest spending rates in the country, Alberta 
Finance Minister Travis Toews says reductions are coming. Health care and education have 
already been identified as priorities within the pending budget, while all other sectors including 
transportation appear to now be at the mercy of a ‘generalist approach.’ 
 
 
 

The UCP government took office in May, and one of the first orders of business was to announce a “Blue 
Ribbon Panel” to examine Alberta’s finances. Led by former Saskatchewan NDP Finance Minister Janice 
MacKinnon, the panel delivered the report to Finance Minister Travis Toews in August 2019 and it was 
made public on September 3rd. 

The mandate for the report was to focus only on one side of a balanced budget equation – the spending 
side – despite the steep drop in government top line revenues over the last five years. According to 
Toews, “We have a very volatile, unpredictable revenue mix” and the key to financial stability lies in 
spending reductions. Certainly, with the announcement of the Job Creation Tax Cut (reducing corporate 
taxes from 12 per cent to eventually eight per cent) and the repeal of the Carbon Levy, it’s going to have 
to be. 

 

Health Care, Advanced Education, K-12 Education  
We are expecting to see the UCP’s first budget released in mid-October. Toews’ ministry is going to 
focus on the same three spending areas as the panel report: health care, advanced education, and K-12 
education, which combined make up 70 per cent of provincial government spending. 

In the first appearance by an Alberta government official at Calgary and Edmonton Chambers of 
Commerce this week, Toews shared his thoughts about the panel report, and how his cabinet intends to 
achieve a reduction of spending while improving services. 

“We have a problem. We spend too much. We are heading too deep into debt and it’s also about the 
value of services that Albertans are getting for their money,” Toews explained in summarizing the report 
findings. “There is no silver bullet . . . it’s going to be a lot of hard work and it won’t be hard work just by 
the government. It’ll be hard work by Albertans.” 

 

Old Problem Continues 
This is not a new problem, nor one that the UCP government inherited only from the NDP. “In terms of 
spending, we’re the highest per capita in Canada.  We’ve been higher than the other provinces’ average 
for 25 years. This has been a systemic reality in the province and our spending growth has been much 
higher than population growth and inflation.” 

https://www.alberta.ca/mackinnon-report-on-finances.aspx
https://www.alberta.ca/mackinnon-report-on-finances.aspx
https://open.alberta.ca/publications/report-and-recommendations-blue-ribbon-panel-on-alberta-s-finances
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“After Klein balanced the budget and got rid of the debt, we ended up in a period of economic 
prosperity in this province and that led to increased spending. When the downturn came, spending 
wasn’t adjusted,” Toews explained. The panel concluded that if Alberta’s spending per capita was the 
same as the average per capita spending in Ontario, Quebec and British Columbia, we would spend 
$10.4Bn less than we do today. In fact, there would be a $3.5Bn surplus. 

 

More Government Promises 
So how does Toews suggest that their government adjust that spending while improving services?   

For health and education, it’s the same promise that was made during the election campaign: finding 
efficiencies, removing redundancies, and improving service delivery. But measures in those areas won’t 
be applied to the spending reduction; another campaign promise was to not reduce overall health care 
and education spending, but rather move the savings to provide more front-line resources.  

Which in fact is good, given that one of the ways Toews suggests they can better deliver services while 
reducing spending is to keeping people away from doctors and hospitals, as well as make better use of 
specialized clinics, registered nurses and other medical practitioners. Clearly, we are going to need more 
of them. 

The UCP didn’t make the same promise about not reducing advanced education spending, however. This 
line item accounts for 11 per cent of the provincial budget, or $36,510 per student. Of the four largest 
provinces, Alberta is well ahead of the next highest of $31,299 in BC and the lowest of $21,536 in 
Ontario. We can expect that the fall budget will include a removal of the tuition freeze and that post-
secondary institutions will be required to look for other revenue-generating opportunities to 
compensate. 

 

What About Transportation and Infrastructure? 
Minister Toews didn’t speak much on critical issues in transportation such as Infrastructure, other than 
to say that there would be far more attention put on the priority of capital projects. He restated that the 
focus would be on health and education, as well as projects that increase our province’s economic 
competitiveness. 

Oh, and he mentioned that the $5MM spent each day on interest payments on debt was enough to pay 
to re-pave the QE2 from Calgary to Red Deer every month. Go figure! 

“Alberta spends more on the capital side of the balance sheet than all of the other provinces combined. 
Over time, we have to get our capital in line. The only way to do that is to spend less and ensure that 
we’re prioritizing and funding projects that really matter.” 

When asked about emerging technologies in commercial transportation and whether there would be 
any funding opportunities or tax credit programs to speed up adoption of GHG-reducing technology, his 
answer was very vague. 
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“Innovation and adopting the most competitive technologies are critical to our long-term sustainability. 
In terms of our government creating a competitive business environment, we really believe that a very 
broad approach is the best thing we can do.” Hence the reduction in our corporate tax rate from 12 to 
eventually eight per cent.  

In addition, Toews said there is a broad-based effort to modernize the regulatory environment in effort 
to reduce costs and burden on business and attract investment. “If we select specific sectors and 
industries that we think have a great future in the province and start to target those, chances are we 
won’t get it right. And yet we know that if we can create the most competitive business environment, 
capital markets will move capital in our economy and that is where we can be most competitive.  I’m not 
suggesting that we won’t look at specific areas, but generally speaking we’re going to take a broad 
approach.” 

 
Kimberley Burfoot, CMA, CPA 
Executive Director, Alberta Motor Transport Association 

 


