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It is fifteen years since Alberta’s 
centenary. The province has grown and 
changed remarkably:  the population 
has grown by 25%, the economy 
by 60%. There is a sense of pride 
and achievement among Albertans. 
Albertans have realized that they are 
truly 4.0 million people competing 
against the rest of the world and that 
only through the forging of strong 
regional partnerships and by working 
together as Albertans could they take 
on the rest of the world and succeed.  
They have taken on a leadership role in 
building strong national partnerships 
to better enable Canada to compete 
in the global economy.  And they 
are creating wealth for themselves, 
for their fellow Canadians, and for 
their trading partners.  It has been an 
exciting and challenging time.

In 2006 the province was on a roll. 
The energy industry was booming. Oil 
and gas prices were at record levels. 
Investment in oil sands development 
was projected not in millions but in 
tens of billions of dollars. Share prices 
were rising, incomes were rising, house 
prices were rising and government 
revenues were rising. 

The visible driver was energy, but 
underneath it all was a sound economic 
and policy base established in the 
1990s.  Reducing government deficits, 
paying off the debt, and then reducing 
taxes made a solid fiscal base.  Opening 
consultation processes for public 
participation, and maintaining an 
“open for business” attitude attracted 
people and investment.  This created a 
platform for growth to succeed.

In this heady environment, the 
prospects seemed limitless. Although 
there were economic challenges 
– labour shortages, infrastructure 
pressures, congestion and cost overruns 
– Albertans were confident they could 
be solved with good business and 
good management.  More difficult 
were social, environmental and rural 
concerns. Urban communities faced 
social challenges like homelessness, 
poverty, drugs and violence. 
Communities faced environmental 
challenges about water quality and 
quantity, landscape integrity and 
sustainable development. And many 
rural communities faced challenges 
of population decline and service 
reductions that threatened community 
sustainability. 

While growth created opportunities 
and challenges, wealth always raised 
expectations. Choices needed to be 
made. Prosperity was both a boon and 
a burden, and it left Albertans and their 
government with important questions. 

Could Alberta seize the opportunity and 
sustain its economic performance over 
the long term? Could it transform its 
wealth into a higher quality of life for 
all Albertans? Could Alberta become a 
leader in Canada and globally? 

Some saw the future as a place of 
difficult challenges; others as a field 
of opportunities. Both were right. 
Both recognized the need for urgency. 
Both recognized the need for vision, 
leadership and action. Both recognized 
that ultimately, the invisible threat was 
complacency.
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Over the last fifteen years the 
extraordinary opportunities 

for industrial and resource 
development in Canada’s north 
have become a reality, creating 
an additional wave of economic  

 
opportunity throughout the region.  Alberta’s 
experience in developing mega-projects and its location  
as the gateway to the north enabled government  
and businesses both to help build the skills and solutions to 
deal with the challenges and possibilities of growth.  
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Oil Sands Development

Economic growth in Alberta 
has been about 3% each year 

in the decades since the centennial. 
Energy has been the major driver, 
and oil sands the most prominent 
element. Global economic growth, 

notably in China and India, has kept energy demand high.  The 
result is strong prices, higher revenues, and higher levels of 
investment in the province. Bitumen and heavy oil production 
has increased from 1 million barrels per day in 2005 to 3.5 
million today. Much is exported to the US and Asia, and an ever-
growing growing portion of production is being upgraded into 
refined products from gasoline and diesel to petrochemicals. 

Government initiatives were critical to this change:  the province 
created an environment that supported the development of 
an integrated upgrading complex in the province.  Industry 
recognized the opportunities in adding value to the petroleum 
resource, and built. The complex, now in its third expansion, 
has contributed to Alberta’s position as a major energy hub in 
North America. At the same time, it has reinforced the wider 
value-added strategy adopted by the province.

Gas and Coal

Other energy developments have 
contributed to the evolution 

of the Alberta energy hub.  High 
gas prices stimulated development 
of new, unconventional resources.  
Production of unconventional gas 

from coal and deep tight gas formations has reduced the 
expected decline in production from existing resources. 
Completion of the northern pipelines from the Northwest 
Territories and Alaska raised volumes and reinforced the size 
and importance of Alberta as a natural gas supply and trading 
hub in North America, while reinforcing the growth of the 
increasingly complex petrochemical industry in the province. 

Coal production has increased dramatically. US consumption  

 
and advances in coal-to-gas technology have created 
a range of new opportunities in Alberta. Thermal coal 
exports to the US have expanded to 50 million tons per 
year. At the same time, Alberta-developed technology  
has improved and adapted coal gasification to meet the  
power, steam and hydrogen needs in oil sands operations. As 
well, new integrated gas combined cycle (IGCC) power plants 
replaced older plants in the electricity system and expanded 
supply for power exports to BC and the US. Companion 
technology has demonstrated the feasibility of large scale 
carbon dioxide sequestration techniques, primarily in enhanced 
oil recovery. This breakthrough has increased clean power 
production in the province and lowered costs and emissions 
from oil sands developments, which in turn, has released 
significant volumes of natural gas for upgrading and export. 

Canada’s North
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Diversification & Entrepreneurs

While energy developments 
dominated economic growth 

for a number of years, other sectors 
have emerged. Agriculture has 
grown in value and extent. The 
increase in beef processing as 

a response to BSE became part of the overall evolution of 
value-added agri-food processing in the province. Farmers 
have also embraced new practices to ensure quality – tracking 
and certification down the food chain – and new products such 
as biofuels – ethanol and biodiesel – to meet new consumer 
demands and compete globally. 

Similarly, forestry has survived the softwood lumber disputes 
with advanced forest practices, new products and innovative 
marketing. Cellulose for ethanol has been a valuable new 
revenue stream encouraging a number of entrepreneurial 
rural-based companies. 

Together, agriculture and forestry have stimulated a new 
rural prosperity across the province. In some areas this has 
been supplemented by urban out-migration as retired and 
young professionals have sought smaller communities for 
their distinct and attractive lifestyles. Low taxes have also 
attracted a number of out-of-province retirees to both urban 
and rural communities. While beneficial to most, strains  
of growth have created challenges in some mountain  
communities. 

Other sectors have also contributed to a more diversified 
economy. Sectors coupled directly to the energy sector, such as 
engineering, construction and transportation, have prospered. 
Yet others have grown with the overall level of activity, such 
as financial services, wholesale and retail. Security has been  

 
a growth industry in Alberta and across North America. 
And new sectors have emerged ranging from alternative 
energies and environmental technologies and services (such 
as water control and management) to new information and 
biotechnology sectors, which are growing and increasingly 
important in the economy. 

A major driver of diversification has been the expansion of 
an entrepreneurial high-technology sector in the province. 
Diverse business initiatives have emerged from medical, 
pharmaceutical and other life sciences to nano-technology 
and environmental technologies to information, geomatics 
and logistics. The strength of Alberta’s education sector also 
became apparent not only in Alberta but around the world.  
Selling world-class education services to students around the 
world has paid increasing dividends in maximizing Albertans’ 
investment in their education system and providing Alberta 
and Albertans with a truly world view. 

The challenge was not knowledge – although focused 
educational initiatives helped – or entrepreneurial ideas 
but access to capital. Development and technology 
commercialization blossomed when policy initiatives and tax 
strategies enhanced the attractiveness of venture capital firms 
to operate in Alberta and when creative entrepreneurs were 
able to tap into capital pools from the energy sector. Educating 
the risk-averse to invest in unfamiliar businesses had been a 
challenge, but the entrepreneurial spirit that has always shaped 
Alberta bridged the gap in the end. Some of these small 
enterprises have prospered and grown into global businesses 
building relationships, attracting investment and contributing 
to Alberta’s reputation as a good place to do business.

People & Productivity

Economic growth occurs 
because there are more people 

or productivity increases. Alberta 
has been able to attract people. 
Population has increased to more 
than 4 million people through 

migration and immigration. Government initiatives – as well  

 
as high salaries and wages – have encouraged skilled and 
professional workers to choose Alberta. Specific policies 
have included increased recognition of foreign credentials, 
permits for temporary foreign workers, recruitment drives 
abroad targeted to structural needs, more spaces for foreign 
students at universities and colleges and the provision of off-
campus work permits – and accelerated citizenship for landed 
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Economic development has 
always been a two-edged 

sword. While generating wealth, 
it has raised public concerns about 
environmental and social issues. 
Environmental issues revolved around 

water and land use. Energy developments, for example, 
from exploration and production to oil sands mining  

 
developments, use large volumes of water and require extensive 
tracts of land. Whether forest or agricultural lands, the impacts 
on the landscape have been significant. And the cumulative 
effects posed serious challenges for both the integrity of 
regional ecosystems and the viability of local communities. 
These issues raised critical challenges for the province. Two 
ingredients were needed: solutions and leadership. 

Social & Environmental Challenges

Enhanced Decision-Making

Strong leadership by government 
was instrumental in resolving 

these  issues. While  strong 
consultation processes had 
been established, a new level of 

decision-making was required.  Albertans needed leaders to 
build consensus, develop innovative solutions to difficult  

 
problems, and implement those solutions effectively. 

New commitments to a process for collaboration and  
new technologies to enable communication allowed the 
government to broaden public consultation.  Provincial 
summits of the past had demonstrated the importance of full 
dialogue on priority issues, while the established SuperNet and 
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immigrants under specific conditions (e.g., graduates from 
Canadian schools, doctors locating in rural communities). 

Other policies have provided incentives for foreign investors 
and entrepreneurs to establish in Alberta, when the need for 
succession planning for entrepreneurs was recognized as an 
urgent challenge for sustained growth. Still other policies 
smoothed the integration of newcomers to Alberta into society 
at large. Alberta not only attracted additional skilled labour 
to meet its needs, it also retained existing workers. Retirees 
exhibited longer term and deeper commitments to the province 
as they encountered a good quality of life and plenty of 
opportunities to extend their contributions to the economy and 
the local community.
 
At the same time, the province has been able to accelerate 
productivity growth. Government policies to improve  
efficiency and stimulate productivity have been successful. 
Policies encouraging capital investments have raised invested 
capital per worker significantly. 

Direct investment in infrastructure has contributed to 

productivity growth. This includes both physical infrastructure 
(such as integrated transportation systems) and social 
infrastructure (such as education and skills training). The boost 
in apprenticeships for the skilled trades, for example, had been 
a critical factor in sustaining construction and manufacturing in 
the province. With these initiatives, productivity improvements 
have averaged between 1.5% and 2% per year over the past 15 
years.

Alberta’s transportation system responded to the additional 
demands of new enterprises relying on value-added products 
and services and a changing and growing economy.  Railcars 
and pipelines traditionally handling the bulk shipment of 
primary products were joined by a growing number of 
containers transported by truck and rail. This in turn saw the 
rise of strategically located multi-modal container centres. 
New aircraft technology, coupled with a more liberal federal 
aviation policy created opportunities for direct links between 
Alberta’s two major airports and points in Europe and Asia.  
Economic diversity and Alberta’s reputation as a trading 
province and North American gateway was enhanced as major 
airports pursued the creation of duty free value-added zones. 
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As reflected in the consultation 
process, Alberta’s success 

has been a product of political 
leadership. Most important was the 
early development of a compelling 
vision for the province.  The vision 

has evolved and changed over time and in each case renewed 
foresight and stimulated action. Part of the vision has been a 
series of projects.

The success in attacking the deficit and debt was not lost on 
the political leaders. Projects provided achievable goals within 
a clear timeframe.  Major projects included the development 
of an integrated energy industry, the conservation of water, the 
reduction in poverty and homelessness, diversification of the 
economy and “raising the mountain” – the project to build the 
highest level of human capital in the world.  
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Political Leadership
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other broadband technologies brought that dialogue to citizens 
in all areas of the province.  This new process encouraged 
shared understanding, built mutual respect and improved 
conflict resolution. Young people were particularly encouraged 
to participate. The process enhanced decision-making both 
in reaching consensus and creating better solutions. The 
government still had the responsibility to make decisions and  
act, but the outcome was more visible and understandable. 

Process was not enough. Effective and pragmatic solutions 
were also necessary. Considerable investment in research 
and development directed at water and land use issues was 
successful in reducing environmental impacts. Low water-
consumption processes and advanced recycling methods in oil 

sands upgrading reduced the footprint of oil sands operations 
and allowed increased production. At the same time, integrated 
land management data banks provided more information 
on which to base decisions and develop new approaches to 
primary resource development that minimized short term and 
long-term landscape disturbance. 

The culmination of these developments has been the successful 
implementation of government policy initiatives like “Water 
for Life”, “Sustainable Forests” and “Land in Balance”. 
Issues and conflicts persist. But improved decision-making 
processes have greatly enhanced the ability to develop better 
scientific and community-based solutions and resolve issues 
effectively.

While projects focused public 
activity and support, equally 

compelling was the development of 
centres of excellence. The commitment 
to create a world-class facility for cancer 
research and to dramatically reduce 
cancer rates was a bold expression of 

intent. Government support for nanotechnology and the bold 
decision to support an advanced centre for research in advanced 
energy technologies provided drive and direction for the  
province. The decision to emphasize longer-term energy 
diversification initiatives – next generation technologies – rather  

 
than exclusively focus on shorter-term energy technologies to 
solve existing problems and constraints was a major choice by 
political leaders. 

For each centre, there was a need to define priorities, develop 
strategies and implement them successfully. Priorities clarified 
both what would be supported and what would not. Centres 
focused on both applied research and basic research with  
the aim to improve competitiveness and advance traditional 
industry sectors like manufacturing and emerging industry 
sectors like life sciences. The latter was difficult as revenues 
remained robust and everyone had a pet project. 

Centres of Excellence



A key part of these centres of excellence was the need to 
attract the “best and brightest”. Research dollars, state of the 
art facilities and competitive salaries attracted established 
international scholars. Rising stars were attracted by 
scholarships and residencies and the opportunity to work with 
world-renowned researchers. These strategies enabled Alberta 
to attract internationally recognized researchers and leaders. 

But while dollars and facilities have been important, a key  
factor has been attractive lifestyles, from majestic mountains  

 
and clean air to friendly communities, diverse cultures and the 
arts. It was difficult, initially, to recognize that investing in the 
arts, like health and education, was an economic as well as 
social decision – part of integrated thinking and planning. All 
of these have contributed to the rich diversity of human capital 
that Alberta has become. 

Bringing all these initiatives 
together in a coherent way 

required effective planning and 
implementation rigour. This 
included the establishment of a 

strong, disciplined and transparent fiscal framework to ensure 
continuity through economic ups and downs and a mechanism 
to monitor and anticipate changes to the long-term fiscal outlook 
of the province. This planning also aided in more effective 
spending through the reduction of overlaps and duplication.

A central theme cutting across core government responsibilities 
has been “planning for people”. Investments have focused on 
health care, education and security. In health care the focus has 
been on outcomes rather than inputs. Containing costs had been  
critical, but improving health outcomes was the real measure 
of success. In education the focus had been on excellence 
in learning – again focused on outcomes rather than costs.  
 

 
And in security, attention to issues such as violence and gangs, 
organized crime and drugs, as well as privacy and fraud have 
enhanced personal security and well being. 

Progress has also been made in reducing poverty and 
homelessness. “No Albertan left behind” has become a 
commitment, not just a theme.  Increased support of charitable 
and non-profit organizations has been an operational success. 
Albertans realized that money alone does not solve problems, 
and cannot be a substitute for serious commitments to develop 
and maintain a society where people value integrity, respect, 
hard work and responsibility. The notion of an entire community 
of individuals working together was no more evident than in the 
work of Alberta’s Promise.  For nearly a quarter-century it has 
inspired communities, businesses, service clubs, foundations 
and agencies to work together to direct more resources to benefit 
the growth and development of our children and youth.

Core Responsibilities

2020

In an expanding and competitive 
global economy, Alberta has grown 

and prospered. Strong political 
leaders able to articulate a compelling 
vision of the future, the development 
of centres of excellence that strive 
for world class achievements,  

 
the evolution of open and accountable  
decision-making processes, and the implementation of strong 
integrated plans with clear strategies:  all of these have been 
instrumental in the economic success of the province. 

And these efforts have allowed the province to create social 
success as well.  New and inclusive processes have broken 
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down the alienation and lack of participation of youth.  Critical 
social and environmental issues have been addressed.  The 
province welcomes newcomers – from entrepreneurs to 
skilled workers to advanced researchers.  The changes have 
been truly remarkable. For individuals and families quality 
of life has improved and there is a strong sense of pride, 
tolerance and community throughout the province. People  
have lifestyle choices and a diversity of lifestyles has emerged.  
Work is important as are family and recreation. Rural and 
urban communities have adapted. Strong social relations have 
created the capacity for many communities to shape their 
own future. The provincial government has become both a 
coach and facilitator encouraging economic development and 
moderating and resolving disputes. The government is also a 

leader and decision-maker, setting priorities and goals, building 
support and implementing policies effectively. The economy 
is prosperous and future oriented. Energy remains the most 
important sector but with new entrepreneurial businesses and 
value-added production, a more diverse, robust and adaptive 
economy has emerged.

The success we enjoy as we move forward past 2020 is due to 
the leadership shown after the province’s centennial.  Albertans 
were willing to fight the inertia of complacency.  They trusted 
their leaders to make bold decisions, and they were willing to 
make choices about their priorities.  We did not just ride into 
today’s success; the course was charted for us.


