


Children’s Health Care…in a Tent
In March 2008, a fabric structure (a.k.a. ‘a tent’)
was connected to the emergency ward of the
Stollery Children’s Hospital in Edmonton,
providing temporary relief from overcrowding.
A year later, through the heat of summer and the
cold of winter, 2600 sick children had been
treated there.

By spring, 2009, plans were finalized to replace
the tent with a permanent structure and
$23 million was approved. Building contracts
were let, the tent dismantled, and the area fenced to begin digging. Then, with
one day of notice in April, the government cancelled the project, sent the
excavator packing, and ordered the tent set up again. 

Alberta is one of the wealthiest places on Earth, but under this government, a
tent has become a semi-permanent part of life for children needing emergency
medical care.

Shattering the System

Tent at the Stollery Children’s Hospital, Edmonton. In its first year, 2600 children were treated in this tent.

MARCH 2008
Tent erected at Stollery Health Centre to handle children’s
emergency care

AUGUST 2008
Government announces $23 million expansion of Stollery
Emergency Department

APRIL 2009
Expansion funding withdrawn. Project deferred
indefinitely

FROM THE PREMIER
“I did visit the…tent a few
months ago. In fact…it
was…an experiment…and the
trial run was excellent.”

—Premier Ed Stelmach, Alberta Hansard,
April 14, 2009

FROM THE HEALTH
MINISTER
“To suggest somehow that our
children, our future, are not
receiving the kind of health care
that they need and desire is
absolutely incorrect.”

—Health Minister, Alberta Hansard,
May 5, 2009

FROM PATIENT FAMILIES
& HEALTH CARE
PROFESSIONALS
“We have kids and adolescents that
have already suffered permanent
injuries that could have been
prevented if we had space and
people to look after them at the
appropriate time.”

—Physician, June 2009*
“Get your act together. You’re killing
people. I wish that (health minister)
Mr. (Ron) Liepert had been there to
experience the last two weeks of
Alex’s life.”

—Maria Unrau, Edmonton Journal,
July 10, 2009

DEATH FROM
A THOUSAND
REORGANIZATIONS

1994 TO 1997
• 193 local boards replaced by 17 regional health

authorities (RHAs). RHA boards appointed by
government.

• 10,000+ health care jobs eliminated or
downgraded.

• Widespread hospital bed closures.

• Training programs for doctors, nurses, and
others reduced.

• Spending on maintenance, equipment, and
buildings deferred.

• Labs, selected surgeries, other services
privatized.

PRIOR TO 1993
• Alberta had an outstanding health care

system. Stable costs, excellent staff
and facilities, short waiting lists.

1998 TO 2000
• Facilities deteriorate; serious shortages of MRIs

• Bed and staff shortages become severe; waiting
lists lengthen.

• Labour unrest among physicians; nurses
nearly strike.

• Major public rallies to protect public health care
from Bill 11.



Startling confusion
around nurse and
doctor shortages
In the mid-1990s over 10,000 health
care staff had their jobs eliminated or
downgraded, and training programs for
new staff were reduced. Waiting lists
grew, entire wards were closed, and
service declined. New nursing grads left
Alberta in large numbers. Quality of care dropped, while costs jumped to pay
overtime to those staff who were left.

In recent years the government reversed course, spending heavily to
expand training programs and launch hiring drives across Canada and around
the world. In February, 2008, Premier Stelmach announced plans to train
hundreds of new nurses and doctors every year, to help meet a shortage that
hit more than 1400 nurses by March, 2009.

Then the government suddenly reversed course again. In June, 2009,
Stephen Duckett, the new CEO of Alberta Health Services, told the media
the province isn’t short of nurses. Job postings for vacant positions shrank
almost to zero. The huge staff shortage suddenly is not a priority. 
Is this how you want your health care system managed?

HIRING FREEZE:  
YES,  NO,  KIND OF

“At this point in time the final
37 physician recruits on the list are
no longer approved and no further
letters of offer will be executed. All
recruitment efforts must cease until
further notice.”

—Alberta Health Services Internal Memo
(Underlining in original), April 22, 2009

“I can only restate what I said in the first
place: there is no hiring freeze. I can
repeat it 10 times if it helps. There is no
hiring freeze. There never has been a
hiring freeze.”

—Health Minister, Alberta Hansard,
April 28, 2009

“There was no physician hiring freeze.”

—Health Minister, Alberta Hansard,
May 13, 2009

“No position is to be advertised externally
without approval by a member of the
AHS Executive Committee.”

—Memo from Stephen Duckett, Alberta Health
Services CEO, May 5, 2009

FROM PATIENTS & HEALTH
CARE PROFESSIONALS

“I believe the poor care my wife received
prior to her death is an example of the
deterioration of our health care system
due to the cutbacks made by our current
and past governments.”

—Husband, June 30, 2009

“Our sick are having surgeries cancelled
on a daily basis due to the lack of
nurses, and due to lack of physical
space as well. They get sicker and
sicker, until the surgeries are done with
much higher risk to their lives.”

—Physician, June 2009* 

* Names are withheld to protect health care
professionals under the newly imposed
AHS Code of Conduct that states:
“Examples of inappropriate acts include:
engaging in any conduct that may
adversely affect Alberta Health Services or
its reputation; Breaches of these
requirements may be subject to disciplinary
action, up to and including dismissal.”

Is it Happening Again?

2008 TO 2009
• In a surprise move, government dissolves all RHAs,

plus Alberta Cancer Board, Mental Health Board, and
AADAC. Creates Alberta Health Services ‘superboard.’
Nine months later, the government gives the person
responsible for conceiving this plan $1.9 million upon
terminating that individual’s employment contract.

• $22.5 million given out to senior RHA executives in
severance due to transition.

• Premier announces major programs to train and
recruit health care professionals; RN shortage
estimated at more than 1400 province-wide.

• Alberta Health Services says there is no staff
shortage and cancels hiring plans.

• Various newly announced projects deferred
(Ft. McMurray, Stollery, Gr. Prairie, Medicine Hat, etc.).

2001 TO 2007
• Government arranges local elections for RHA boards.

• Government reverses position on RHA elections
18 months after elections; voids results; returns to
appointing all RHA members.

• Government cuts RHAs from 17 to 9.

• Stream of government reports on how to manage
health care: Mazankowski Report; Olhauser Report;
Hutton Report; Graydon Report; Broda Report, etc.

• Settlements to health care professionals bring
labour peace.

• Announcements of many new facilities. Staff
shortage so severe some new facilities struggle
to open.

The Minister of Health announced to a legislative committee in May 2009 that “Quite frankly,
it’s about time we started running health care like a $7 billion business and not having it run
by health care professionals. I’m not going to sit here and have a board of health care
professionals running a $7 billion business” (Standing Committee on Health, May 4, 2009).
That’s like the head of an oil company, for example, saying “I’m not going to have oil industry
professionals run this oil company!”



E: liberal.correspondence@assembly.ab.ca
W: www.albertaliberalcaucus.com

201 Legislature Annex, 9718 - 107 St.

Edmonton, Alberta T5K 1E4

T: (780) 427–2292 
F: (780) 427–3697 

What Can You Do?

Speak Out! Contact 
our office with your 
health care concerns. 

The Billion-Dollar Dither
CALGARY GENERAL HOSPITAL

Few symbols represent this
government’s approach to health
care better than the demolition of
the Calgary General Hospital. The
largest general hospital in Alberta, it
was a top notch comprehensive care centre. In 1997, the government closed
the Calgary General, and in 1998 they demolished it so it could never be
used again. 

In 1998, the Premier said replacing the Calgary General was a top
priority. But there was no plan. It took years to find a location. There were
further delays as the government considered (and eventually rejected)
having a private company administer the hospital. Finally, construction
began in August 2007, for completion of Phase One in 2011. 

Calgarians will have spent fifteen years waiting for a major hospital to be
replaced, suffering with some of the most crowded facilities in the country.
In the meantime construction costs, which all Albertans must pay, soared.

• 1998: $350 million
• 2005: $550 million
• 2007: $1.25 billion
• 2008: $1.7 billion (project downscaled to $1.4 billion by reducing
obstetrics and mental health space).

Albertans deserve better.

MAZANKOWSKI HEART CENTRE

Edmonton has been a centre of cardiac surgery since Dr. John Callahan’s
pioneering work at the university hospital in the 1950s. In 2003,
construction began on a specialized cardiac hospital, the Mazankowski
Heart Institute. The grand opening was in May, 2008. Or so it seemed. 

In fact, the building sat unused for fourteen months after the public
opening. The delay was news to the Premier. When asked about it, he
told the Legislature on October 30, 2008: “I can tell you that the Maz
today is performing surgeries on patients, many from outside the province
of Alberta, from northern B.C., northern Saskatchewan, the Yukon, and
the Territories.” At that point the ‘Maz’ had sat empty for five months,
and would continue unused for another nine. 

Is this how you want your health care system managed?

FROM ALBERTANS
“These unfair policy changes will create financial
hardship for many middle-income seniors who
simply cannot afford these additional expenses.”

—Edmonton Senior, June 2009

“We, and many other middle-income seniors, have
been loyal citizens and have contributed much to
the culture and society of this province in countless
ways. We deserve better treatment than this in our
golden years.”

—Edmonton Senior, June 2009

CANCELLED LONG TERM CARE &
INCREASED PHARMACARE COSTS

The province’s new pharmacare plan places added
financial hardship on over 40% of seniors. This program
also adds substantial costs through the required means
testing for administration of the “plan.” While the Health
Minister insists “there has been no increase in Blue
Cross for seniors” (Health Minister, Alberta Hansard,
May 5, 2009), the fact still remains that by July 2010,
the maximum premium seniors will have to pay for Blue
Cross, $63.50 per month, will be equal to the rate of
non-group coverage per month. Non-group coverage
rates were tripled to “make these rate comparable to
those of employer and private plans.” (Alberta Health &
Wellness Press Release, December 8, 2008).

The government’s Vision 2020 The Future of Health
Care in Alberta (December, 2008) indicated that virtually
all long term care facilities were at 96% occupancy and
their forecasts indicated that the demand for long term
care beds will increase by 52% between 2007 and
2020. Less than six months later, long term care facility
construction is being cut despite the Premier saying in
February, 2009 that, “We understand that situation very,
very well. That’s why we’re increasing the number of
long-term care beds.” (Premier Stelmach, Alberta
Hansard, February 18, 2009).

Seniors Health Care
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