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Fellow Albertans, it is my privilege and pleasure to welcome you to the fifth session of the 23rd Alberta Legislature.

In the first session of this Legislature, in 1993, my government laid out the four cornerstones of its mandate: exercise fiscal responsibility, create a climate for jobs, streamline government, and listen to Albertans. Today, on the eve of this fifth session, my government thanks Albertans for moving successfully through change and, in so doing, setting the standard for the rest of our great nation. In 1997 the government's overall goal is to continue to adapt to change and to build on those four cornerstones to achieve an even better Alberta for our children and our grandchildren.

Having laid a solid foundation with balanced budgets and diminishing debt, our government will remain fiscally responsible. It will continue to spend no more than it earns, to pay down the provincial debt, and to apply any excess revenues to the debt as required by law. The government is on track to eliminate its net debt excluding pension liabilities by the year 2005, some 16 years ahead of the originally legislated target.

Such progress is not a licence to return to the free-spending ways of the past, but it does allow our government to reinvest funds which would otherwise have gone to pay interest on the debt, to reinvest them in Albertans' priority areas. Today almost 75 cents of every dollar spent by the Alberta government is in the priority areas of health, education, and social services compared to 69 cents in 1992-93, and this time none of it is funded with borrowed money, tax increases, or debt burden. Shortly the Provincial Treasurer will present a detailed fiscal plan in the government's new budget.	

Our government's second cornerstone is based on jobs. It will continue with policies which help create the environment for Albertans to generate wealth, investment, and good jobs. Alberta's economic engines are firing on all cylinders. From December of 1992 to December of 1996 Albertans created 157,000 new jobs in a wide variety of areas, a significant number of them in high-technology, knowledge-based industries. Of these new jobs, 80 percent are full-time, and almost all of them are in the private sector.

Our gross domestic product grew by 16 percent in four years. Today Alberta has its lowest unemployment since 1982 as well as the lowest youth unemployment in Canada. We are expected to lead the nation in economic growth, and the announcement of the $25 billion investments in the oil sands, among the largest investments in Canadian history, is a dramatic example of the ongoing and projected inflow of people, business, and capital to our province.

The government's new economic development strategy, Building on the Alberta Advantage, provides a framework for further growth in key sectors of our economy, growth which is expected to result in 155,000 new jobs by the year 2000, and its new human resources strategy, People and Prosperity, will help Albertans get the skills and training they need to compete and stay ahead in the marketplace.

Our government will ensure that Albertans continue to enjoy the lowest overall taxes in Canada. As well, it will extend its family tax credit, which began this year for low-income Albertans, to middle-income Albertans in 1998. The government will continue to invest in research and development in Alberta's areas of strength, such as energy, forestry, and agriculture, and apply the results to help firms develop and acquire new technologies. It will work with business and technology developers on directories and databases in sectors like advanced materials and biotechnology.

Our government will support our export-driven economy by reinvesting strategically in highway projects like the north/south trade corridor and our resource road programs, by playing a prominent role in Canada's year of Asia/Pacific and following up on Team Canada's recent trade mission to the Asia/Pacific, and by informing Alberta businesses about international trade and investment opportunities.

It will increase certainty for developers of the oil sands by entrenching the major features of the new generic royalty regime in legislation, and amendments to the rules governing the tenure of minerals will give industry more clarity and flexibility. 

Our government will promote value-added agricultural products through efforts like the industry-led agrifood and fibre value-added fund. This will encourage advances in areas such as food processing and agricultural products used in medicine and health science. As well, the government will restructure its crop insurance program to increase its share of support at lower levels of coverage, broaden the base of coverage, and reduce both producers' premiums by an average of 25 percent and the demand for unbudgeted assistance in the future.

The third cornerstone of the government's mandate is to continue to provide efficient, affordable, and deregulated programs and services focusing on its core businesses: people, prosperity, and preservation. In fact, about one-quarter of the government's legislative agenda will focus on streamlining and removing duplication in and barriers to the delivery of public services.

Having made the necessary shift from a health system based on acute care to one based on community care, our government will keep working to ensure high-quality, accessible, and sustainable health care with stable and predictable funding. It will address current and future pressure points and proceed with reforms aimed at preventing illness and injury. These efforts will reduce waiting times for emergencies and surgeries, allow for more nurses and other frontline staff, and improve community health and home care.

In education the government will focus on improving the quality of education and on preparing Albertans for the growing demand for skilled jobs in our province. In primary and secondary education it will work to improve high school completion rates, students' achievement in math, and students' access to information through technology. Strategies to these ends include expanding distance learning programs; changing guidance counseling programs to raise students' awareness of career options; establishing curriculum standards in technology for students and technical standards and certification requirements for teachers; making career and technical studies a permanent part of the high school curriculum, replacing home economics and industrial arts; and changing the curriculum in the earlier grades to emphasize problem solving, which helps students relate math to actual situations.

In adult education our government will budget funds to reward excellence in learning and research, to encourage the use of technology in learning, to modernize equipment and upgrade facilities, and to increase financial help to students faced with rising tuition and other costs. It will contribute funds to the new Careers: the Next Generation Foundation, led by the private sector, to give high school students meaningful work experience, particularly in trades and technologies, and a new initiative will combine career information and consulting programs with job placement services for young people who have left high school without the skills and credentials they need for sustained employment. 

The government is committed to supporting people who truly need it, thereby ensuring a better quality of life for all Albertans. Reforms have allowed the government to redirect funds to areas with the greatest need. Increased decision-making at the local level will continue with the children's service initiative, a community-planned, government-supported program to serve the needs of children and families involving more than 10,000 Albertans from diverse avenues, disciplines, and government departments. The early intervention program aims to keep children from requiring crisis services later on. Other efforts include developing a co-ordinated national strategy to help needy children, introducing legislation to co-ordinate the delivery of services at the community level to persons with developmental disabilities, and implementing legislation to protect against the physical, emotional, or financial abuse of elders.

Our government will work further to integrate services and eliminate overlap at the federal/provincial level. It will do this by clarifying and rebalancing administrative roles and responsibilities, especially in the area of social policy reform, by harmonizing systems of environmental management and the promotion of sustainable development, and by reducing trade barriers at home and abroad.

The government will focus on further reducing serious and violent crime. It will work towards implementing enhanced consolidated legislation to help victims of crime. The final cornerstone of our government's agenda is to be more open, responsive, and accountable. Accordingly, it will continue to listen to Albertans and respond to their concerns. The government will canvass leaders of government, labour, and business in an Alberta Growth Summit on how the public service can respond to the pressures of growth and increasing demand for its services while continuing to live within its means. 

It will keep providing Canada's first governmentwide business plans and performance measures as well as financial reporting that is clear, timely, and comprehensive, and public discussion will remain a vital part of the policy-making. 

Our government will consult with the energy industry on ensuring the future competitiveness of its royalty system and on maintaining Alberta's pre-eminence in energy-related research and technology. 

It will seek the advice of engineers, geophysicists, geologists, and architects on reforming their regulatory environments to ensure both competitiveness and public safety.

It will work with environmental, aboriginal, scientific, and recreational groups, industry, and the public on defining a common vision and a conservation strategy for Alberta's forests. 

It will consult Albertans to determine the apprenticeship and industrial training needed to meet the challenges of globalization, technological change, and the rising demand for skilled labour.

Finally, the government will phase in the application of freedom of information and protection of privacy legislation to local public bodies like municipal governments, school boards, and regional health authorities.

Thus my government will continue to carry through its mandate of fiscal responsibility, a climate for jobs, streamlined government, and listening to Albertans and to monitor and fine-tune its practices, programs, and services as required. 

My government is privileged to serve the people of this province. It looks forward to working further with Albertans to build Alberta together as we approach a new century and a new millennium.

Now I leave you to the business of this session confident that as elected representatives you will in every way fulfill your responsibilities to Albertans.

Mr. Speaker and Members of the Legislative Assembly, I pray that the blessing of God may rest on your deliberations.

God bless Alberta.

God bless Canada.

God saves the Queen.

