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Mr. Dinning: Mr. Speaker, the Klein government's message to Albertans today is plain and simple. We laid out a plan on May 6. Albertans endorsed that plan on June 15. We're on track, and we're sticking to the plan. There are no surprises in the budget I am introducing today, no surprises because the budget plan we set out in May was and is the right plan for Alberta. It reflects the principles our people cherish, the priorities they value, and the policies they expect. In preparing the May 6 budget, we listened to Albertans who told us loud and clear: get Alberta's financial house in order. The result was a reasonable and achievable plan for balancing the budget. We listened to Albertans during the election campaign, and once again their message was clear: stick to the plan; make it work.

During the election campaign the Klein government made a promise to listen. Today, 126 days after the budget was introduced and one very successful provincial election later, a promise made is a promise kept. The Klein government listened to Albertans when they said, Stick to the plan, listened when they said, Keep us directly involved in your decisions, and we will keep listening every step of the way. 

Before we get into the details of the budget for 1993-94 and the actions this government has taken to keep the plan on track, I want to speak briefly about the destination we have set out to reach, because, Mr. Speaker, Albertans need to know that there is a destination, that what we are engaged in is much more than a plan to cut spending and achieve a balanced budget.

Just what is that destination, Mr. Speaker? It is a vibrant and prosperous future for our province and for our children. It's a better Alberta future where our children are not heavily burdened with the debts from the past. It's a future where Albertans are free from unnecessary rules, red tape, and burdensome taxation, able to take control, to work together to set a new course for the future and design the route to get there. It's a destination with a thriving economic environment where Albertans and Alberta businesses create new opportunities, new jobs, and new wealth. The destination is basic public services with quality and affordability as their hallmarks, sustainable communities, strong families, a safe and lasting environment.

Finally, the destination is a new way of doing government business, where people rely less on government and more on themselves. It's a government, a public sector that seizes new ideas, focuses on results, and gets the job done. It's a government that works with Albertans to position us on the eve of the 21st century to take advantage of every opportunity to compete, to reach our goals, and to succeed. That's the destination we have set out to reach, and we can only reach it if we are prepared to do what has to be done now: to balance the budget, to get spending in line, and to change the way we do things. Albertans want nothing less, Mr. Speaker, and they deserve nothing less.

The throne speech talked about the winds of change sweeping across this province. With the budget plan the winds of change are moving us ahead decisively and deliberately to a new financial future for the province. The pace of change has been quick, and it's been clear. We began with reducing the size of government. We started at the top: cutting the size of cabinet, cutting the salaries of ministers, and cutting the salaries of deputy ministers. We have fewer government departments today. We set up the Financial Review Commission to open the books on the province's finances and to give us their advice, and we have implemented almost all of their recommendations. We held a budget roundtable in March, and the May 6 budget reflected what we heard. We passed the Deficit Elimination Act to back up our budget plan. It requires government to follow a four- year schedule of annual deficit reductions. By 1996-97 Alberta will balance its budget. Overspending will end. Albertans and their government backed up by a legislated deficit elimination requirement will ensure these targets are met. We acted on the Deficit Elimination Act's requirement for regular, quarterly budget reports to Albertans and took action to keep the budget on track. We released the first of those quarterly reports on August 19, and we didn't delay. We took action when it was needed to keep the balanced budget plan on track. We saved $130 million this year alone through our first line of attack, eliminating waste and duplication and streamlining government.

We said that we would involve Albertans in directing the process of change. A Health roundtable was held in August with follow-up roundtables to come this month and next. Education will hold their roundtable discussions in October, and plans for postsecondary discussions are under way for later this year.

We said that we would set up a tax reform commission to answer one important question: what can we do to improve Alberta's competitive tax advantage? Today I am announcing that the commission will be up and running by September 30. Mr. Jack Donald of Red Deer has agreed to take on the challenge of chairing the commission. I expect to see their report by the end of December, with action on their recommendations beginning in the 1994 budget. Full details of the membership and terms of reference will be released in the next few days.

We said that we'd strive for greater efficiency in all government operations. I can advise the Assembly that negotiations with Ottawa are under way to have the federal government collect Alberta's corporate tax. No justification remains for both federal and provincial governments to be in the corporate tax collection business.

We said that from now on the spending of lottery funds would require the approval of the Legislative Assembly, and today I am tabling the estimates for lottery fund spending as part of the budget package. 

We spelled out the need for business plans, the need for government to operate less like a traditional bureaucracy and more like a successful business, and we extended that expectation for business plans to all departments, agencies, and organizations receiving significant government funding. Mr. Speaker, this is not just idle talk. Those business plans are well under way and will form a key component of our budget plans for 1994. Let's be clear. Those plans are not just wish lists. They are built on the assumption that government spending will be reduced by a minimum of 20 percent by 1996-97.
The plan for '93-94, finally, called for us to reduce the consolidated deficit by some 22 percent, or nearly $700 million, and to do that with no tax increases, no new taxes, and no sales tax. We have taken action, and we are on track to meet that target, Mr. Speaker. Those actions have set a pace for change that has taken some by surprise. We don't always expect our governments to move quickly, to set out a plan and stick to it, but that's exactly what we have done. All of the actions we've taken are part of Ralph Klein's government's plan for change. 

In spite of our record of fast paced and decisive action, we've heard some people say that there is no plan, that government is making willy-nilly cuts, and worst of all that they're making more and more cuts as they go. We've heard people say, Stop making any more cuts until you have a master plan. Lay out 50 locksteps to the end point and stick to those steps, we've heard them say, regardless of what happens along the way. That's not a plan, Mr. Speaker. That's sitting under this dome and deciding that we have all the answers. That's not the Klein government's approach. Instead, we have a plan with a clear destination, with targets, and with four key strategies for getting us there: to legislate and enforce a four-year balanced budget program, to set clear priorities and stick to them, to act on Alberta's economic development strategy, and to change the way that we do business. That's the plan. It involves Albertans directly and relies on their creativity and their ideas to get us to that destination.

It's the kind of plan Sir John A. Macdonald had when he vowed that one day Canada would be linked from sea to sea by a single railroad line. Sir John A. was very clear in what the destination was to be. He handed his dream to courageous and uncompromising engineers, explorers, and railway workers, who charted the course and laid out that ribbon of steel across this country. He did not give up when the going became difficult. When faced with the imposing Rocky Mountains, he and those determined railway pioneers didn't stop and say: it's too difficult; let's just build a railway from the Atlantic to Canmore. No; they kept their sights firmly fixed on the destination, not on the obstacles or the twists and turns but on the destination, and because of that, Mr. Speaker, they succeeded.

In the coming weeks and months much of the focus will be on the obstacles we face: on budget cuts and the pain they cause. Every time specific decisions are made, there will be those who say: don't do it; make the changes somewhere else or don't make them at all. There will be times when we will look at the obstacles and say: it is too difficult; let's take the quick-fix approach. The quick-fix is taxation, Mr. Speaker, and more of it. That is not the route that we are going to take. 

Some have already said, when we've only just begun, that we should give up and simply raise taxes. Those people forget that this balanced- budget journey is not just about money; it's about reaching a new destination. Increasing taxation, focusing on the revenue side rather than the spending side, will only perpetuate a system that, quite frankly, has fallen short of what Albertans expect of their government. 

We've spent increasing amounts of money on education and health, yet people readily acknowledge that we're not getting the results we expect for our investment. We've increased social welfare spending by 53 percent over the past four years, and what have we done for those people's lives? Have we broken the cycle of welfare and poverty? Have we guaranteed a better life for their children? Again, Mr. Speaker, we have fallen short. As someone at the Health roundtable said: you can't keep doing things the same way you've always done them and expect different results. We can and we must expect different and better results. We can and we must change the way we do things now so that those better results are possible, and we must not lose sight of the destination we've set out to reach. 

Mr. Speaker, with the support of Albertans we will continue to use our budget plan, the Deficit Elimination Act, and our economic strategy to move toward our destination one measured step at a time.

Today I want to update Albertans on the steps we've taken since the budget plan was introduced in May. As I said at the outset, the message is: we're on track. We're going to stay on track. Albertans have told us loud and clear to stick to the budget plan, to stay the course, and that's exactly what we will do.

I also said that this budget contained no surprises. Mr. Speaker, over the course of the next three years that will be the new normal for budgets in Alberta. As we move ahead with quarterly reports and with corrective action when it's needed, budget speeches like this will be old news. As we stick to the plan, move with three-year budget targets, and keep consulting with and listening to Albertans, the budget news will simply be: they're sticking to the plan.

Today, Mr. Speaker, I can report that decisive action has been taken on each of the four strategies in the plan. First, on the financial side. The information I am tabling today gives a full report on all changes made to the '93-94 budget plan and the action we've taken since May 6. Actions we laid out in the May plan have virtually all been implemented, and we are on track to meet our target. Changes to the numbers come primarily as a result of new information and changes in accounting policies. These changes update, they do not alter the plan we spelled out in May. In August we released the results for the first quarter, and we took corrective action to keep the budget plan on track. Today I am tabling the consolidated financial statements for 1992-93, last year's statements. 

Mr. Speaker, 1993 is a turning point, the end of a period of overspending and the beginning of a new course for getting Alberta's financial house in order. From now on financial statements like these will be an important part of the Klein government's commitment to be open and to be accountable to Albertans, to tell it like it is when it comes to the province's financial situation, to tell it early rather than wait until it's too late, and to be accountable for the results. We started that process by creating the Financial Review Commission. We made a commitment to follow through on their recommendations. A number of those recommendations address major changes in accounting policies and the need for clear, simple, and regular reports to Albertans about the state of our financial health. With the release of these financial statements we are taking a further step to implementing those recommendations and meeting our commitment.

The consolidated financial statements for last year highlight the seriousness of our challenge. The news is not good. Last year the province's financial picture did not improve; in fact, it got worse. With the changes in accounting recommended by the Financial Review Commission and the Auditor General, the last year's consolidated deficit stands at $3. 77 billion, and Alberta's consolidated net debt is $11.82 billion. 

To highlight the significance of the accounting changes, Mr. Speaker, $ 390 million of the increase in the deficit is due to these policy changes. On the consolidated net debt side, almost $6.3 billion of the increase is caused by accounting policy changes. The single biggest change in accounting policies has to do with how we treat pensions paid to members of the public service as well as those in our police services, our fire services, to municipalities, and to our teachers. Without pension liabilities the deficit for last year was $3.41 billion. Before changes in accounting the deficit number for last year was very close to the forecasts we set out in the May 6 document.

To address the province's serious financial situation, we have two important plans under way. The first is a long-term plan to eliminate unfunded liabilities in the public-sector pension plans. With agreements now in place, agreements and legislation unanimously approved by all parties in this Legislative Assembly, we will eliminate unfunded pension liabilities, but it will take 40 to 70 years to complete the task, Mr. Speaker. For that reason, pension liabilities are not included in the four-year balanced budget plan controlled by the Deficit Elimination Act. 

The second plan is the budget plan, and on this plan Albertans will see quick action on government spending and quick action to eliminate the deficit. By sticking to the budget plan, staying the course this year, we will have taken the deficit down to $2.44 billion and we will have taken a tough but essential first step to getting the province's financial future back on course.

Mr. Speaker, the following are the key facts about Alberta's 1993-94 budget. There are no tax increases, no new taxes, and no sales tax. Alberta's consolidated deficit will decline by $714 million before accounting changes. That's 22 percent lower than last year. Our new deficit estimate of $2.44 billion for this year is slightly lower than the one we projected on May 6 of $2.48 billion. We're on course and we will achieve the target.

On the program spending side, our updated '93-94 budget now calls for cuts of $672 million in program spending, a reduction of 5.3 percent over last year. On the revenue side, we now expect our total revenue to be $11.462 billion. That's a slight decrease from our May 6 forecast. We all know that oil prices are down, Mr. Speaker, and as a result, our forecast for oil prices for the year has been adjusted down to $18.75 U.S. a barrel. At the same time, natural gas prices have been higher. Overall the Department of Energy has lowered its resource revenue forecast by $77 million to $2.434 billion. With our determination to be conservative about resource revenues, we are leaving our forecast for budget planning purposes unchanged at $2.314 billion. This follows the Deficit Elimination Act's formula which requires that oil and gas revenue forecasts be set at the average of the last five years' actual revenues. For this year this still leaves a $120 million cushion against any future weaknesses in energy prices.

The bottom line, Mr. Speaker, for this year's budget is that we are on track. We will follow through on our determination to attack the deficit on the spending side, and we will have taken that difficult but essential first step towards eliminating deficits altogether. 

Today I want to highlight three areas targeted for reduction in this year's spending plan: 

Family and Social Services, Health, and reducing waste and duplication across all areas of government. Action in each of these areas demonstrates the scope and the seriousness of the challenge we face to get spending in line, because none of the reductions we've made have been easy and most of them have touched the lives of Albertans, Mr. Speaker.

The first line of attack in our budget was to save over $130 million by eliminating waste and duplication and reducing the size of government. Mr. Speaker, I can report that our target will be met. The total operating budgets of 12 departments have been reduced, and two departments' budgets remain essentially flat. The civil service has been reduced by 2,639 positions, a reduction of 7.8 percent. This change has not been without cost. The past few years have been difficult for Alberta's public service. These dedicated and capable people have been asked to meet the ever expanding expectations of government with fewer and fewer resources. The future offers change. With business plans for each government department, our employees will have a greater certainty and a clearer understanding of what businesses we are in and what businesses we are not in. Government's focus on results will allow them to channel their creativity, their innovation, and their ideas to help get the job done.

The difficulty of staying the course is highlighted by the reductions we've made in this year's budget for social welfare benefits. We are determined to reduce spending in social services by $150 million. We do not make those decisions lightly or easily. While most of the focus has been on cuts, we must not lose sight of the need to seek better solutions, better outcomes for people on social assistance, better ways of caring for our children. We need solutions that provide a ladder out of the social welfare system and a path to self-reliance and productive employment, and for Albertans who cannot become self-reliant, Mr. Speaker, we must have a system which provides them with support and dignity to live their lives to the fullest. This is no easy task, but it is a task we must work together to achieve.

Health is another area where savings were targeted in the 1993 budget. In July we announced specific actions to reduce health care spending by 67 and a half million dollars. Specifically, funding for acute care hospitals was reduced, caps were put on funding for allied health care services, a least-cost drug option program was introduced, and the date for increasing health care premiums was moved to September 1. Much of that action was in addition to the targets announced in May and was essential because spending had increased beyond our original budget plans. Following Red Deer's Health roundtable, decisions now must be made on how further savings will be achieved to meet the budget target. I expect those decisions to be made very shortly.

Mr. Speaker, those are the financial highlights for Budget '93. 

I want to turn to the three other strategies in our budget plan. The second strategy is to set clear priorities and to stick with them. As I said earlier, budgets are about more than just numbers. They're about people, they're about action, and for the Klein government they are about change.

Change is only just beginning in our two key priority areas of Health and Education. Spending in both of these areas has outstripped the wealth- generating capability of our economy. Quite simply, the costs in these two areas are growing faster than our ability to pay the bills. If we don't restructure these two vital services and reduce the costs, we will not be able to meet our objective of offering Albertans quality and affordable health services and education programs.

The Health roundtable in Red Deer sent a clear message that we can improve outcomes in health and spend less money, but that means fundamental change to Alberta's health system as we know it today. Most importantly, we saw a willingness to make those changes: to set aside old ways and to search for new solutions. That process will continue with a series of roundtables this month and in the month of October, and the result will be a plan for rebuilding the health system, a plan built by Albertans working together with people in the health care system to ensure quality affordable health care.

In education preliminary discussions have been held at the postsecondary level, and roundtables are planned for this fall for both basic and postsecondary education. The outcomes of those roundtables will set a new course for education in this province. 

That new course will involve fundamental change: change in the way we organize and deliver education, change in how we define basic education, change in how we fund the process and the results. A first major step was taken this past August when my colleague the Minister of Education announced the amalgamation of 35 non-operating school jurisdictions. 

Our third strategy is to act on Alberta's economic and job creation strategy. On the economic side we're also seeing change and a steady growth in Alberta's economy. According to the latest statistics, Alberta's economy grew by 2.2 percent in real terms in 1992 compared to just seven-tenths of 1 percent for Canada. In spite of some upbeat growth forecasts for Alberta by private-sector organizations, we're sticking to our original projection of 3 percent growth for 1993. The July 29 forecasts from the Conference Board of Canada point out the value of staying away from the quick fix of increasing taxes. Tax increases in other provinces have had a negative effect on their prospects for economic growth, Mr. Speaker. Alberta leads the way in projected growth and is the only province whose forecasts weren't adjusted downward since April. The reason: Alberta has a solid budget plan, a competitive tax position, a determination to attack the deficit on the spending side, not on the tax or revenue side, and a positive economic environment that builds investor confidence.

We're determined to keep Alberta's economy growing at a steady pace, and we're going to do that by following through on the strategy outlined in the Premier's address in April entitled Seizing Opportunity and reinforced recently in the throne speech. That strategy is to build on our low tax advantage, build on our strengths in agriculture, energy, forestry, tourism, small business, and high technology, strengthen our Alberta Advantage and sell it aggressively around the world: market Alberta as the place to live, to invest, to work, and do business. The strategy is to move ahead decisively with our fiscal strategy, to deregulate and streamline government, to eliminate the deficit and balance the budget.

There are some very positive signs that our strategy is working, Mr. Speaker. Energy investments are exceeding our original expectations. We have strong sales of natural gas to offset the impact of weaker oil prices. Net farm income is estimated to be a record $1 billion, up 14 percent from 1992. The most recent data on jobs show that employment in Alberta is rising again. Employment in the well-paying manufacturing sector has risen by over 9,000 jobs since December. In June Alberta's total employment set a brand-new high record. Despite these positive changes, it will take some time before we can expect the unemployment rate to improve significantly. As I said in the May budget, there are no quick fixes when it comes to employment opportunities. Our strategy must be long term to build a strong economy, to create opportunities for businesses and industry to locate, to build, and to grow in Alberta, and to keep building the skills and competitiveness of Alberta businesses and our people.

Finally, Mr. Speaker, the fourth strategy in our budget plan is to change the way government does business. Once again the Klein government isn't just talking about change; we are taking action. We're redefining what government does and what government is. We've announced and taken action to privatize delivery of Alberta registry services, and by taking that action, we will improve service to Albertans and open up opportunities for small businesses across this province. We've taken the bold step of privatizing retail liquor sales, and we've heard strong support for that action. This is what Albertans want to see: government focusing on what government should do and must do and government getting out of business the private sector should be in, creating new opportunities for businesses in Alberta, and streamlining government.

In the coming months Albertans will see further moves to change the way this government does business. This fall we will announce three-year budget targets. Departments are already at work on business plans that will outline long-term goals and program objectives, spending requirements that match our financial plan, and specific means to measure results and performance. We will continue to ask with each and every program request: is this the business that government should be in? If someone else can do it better, government must step aside and let others take over. Where government has an essential role to play, we have to look for new ways of achieving the results we want at a lower cost to Albertans. At the end of the process we will have a government much less involved in the day-to-day lives of Albertans where government intervention comes as a last resort rather than a first resort.

Those are the highlights of the actions we have taken to date on the budget plan and of the specific changes we've made in the budget for 1993- 94. Our work has just begun. At the budget roundtable last March one of the participants said that Albertans need a message of hope. Without hope we won't be prepared to endure the struggles and the sacrifice that will be required to balance this budget. Mr. Speaker, that hope comes from knowing that there is a destination. That destination is a better future for Alberta. That destination is a thriving Alberta economy; quality, affordable social programs; and a secure financial future. That destination is sustainable communities, strong families, a safe environment, and a better future for our children. We can only reach that destination by struggling through the immediate challenges that lie ahead. As we move toward that destination, there will be times when we will despair that we ever set out on such a difficult course. It is always this way when you blaze new trails or when you navigate uncharted territory, but that does not mean that we will retreat. It does not mean that we will lose sight of our destination. We will keep our faces turned toward the future.

On election night Premier Klein's simple words captured the essence of what it means to be an Albertan: given the choice between the past and the future, Albertans will choose the future every time. That is what we are all about: moving forward, refusing to give up or to take the easy way out, believing that anything is possible in Alberta if we have a destination in mind and the will to get there. That's what Alberta's first Premier, Premier Alexander Rutherford, meant when he said that Alberta wasn't a place for pessimists. Today he would say that Alberta has a tremendous optimism, a popular belief that things are possible here. That's not just a popular belief; that's the Alberta reality. Things are possible here. They're possible because since the early days of this province Albertans have dared to struggle and dared to succeed. We can stay the course. We can balance the budget. We can create a better future for Alberta, for all Albertans, and indeed we will, Mr. Speaker.

