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David Emerson

The province must change its economic model to be more forward thinking to ensure long-term prosperity, regional business leaders were told Wednesday.
The 12-member Premier's Council for Economic Strategy released a report in May detailing what it felt needed to be done for Alberta to compete globally.
Three of those members, including chairman David Emerson, were in Grande Prairie to discuss details of the report, Shaping Alberta's Future.
It outlined ''flagship'' initiatives under five main themes to help broaden the economic base, protect natural resources, invest in the future, and sustain economic growth.
Some of the initiatives would be a departure from the way the province is currently run, Emerson said.
"We're talking about, for example, realigning the fiscal position of the government so that they stop paying for operating expenses like health care from the sale of our resource assets," he said. 
"The sale of resource assets should be redeployed to invest in long-term assets that will diversify and strengthen the economy for future generations. That's not a politically attractive thing to say."
An overarching theme of the report is that Albertans need to "get ahead of things" and adequately plan for the future.
"I think the most important thing to realize is that Alberta is a little ship in a global sea and we have got to internationalize, we've got to become more focused and realize the sources of competition that are coming at us and the sources of opportunities and threats," Emerson said.
And one way to do that is to work to diversify the economy, invest in technology and infrastructure, and tap into growing markets in Asia and South America.
"We need the infrastructure, the transportation systems, the pipelines, that will all help to diversify," he said. 
"We need better trade policy from the government of Canada, we need transportation regulatory policy, and we need a stronger innovation capacity here so that technologies can be developed and grown here and sold into the international market."
Bruce Rutley, director of the Grande Prairie-based Centre for Research & Innovation, appreciated the report but felt that an emphasis on innovation and entrepreneurship was lacking.
"One of the points that I raised was the absence of the word 'entrepreneurship,'" he said. "We have a lot of creative and innovative people, we know that small business drives the economy and I was hoping to see a little bit more attention to that. 
"I know it's in the report, it's just not as high up as we'd like it to be." 
Walter Paszkowski, economic development officer for the County of Grande Prairie, said the report needs more emphasis on water infrastructure, something that is lacking in the Peace Country despite an abundance of natural sources.
A number of other people brought up water as an issue.
"That was a signal that it is an important issue and it's starting to affect us fairly severely," Paszkowski said. "Over the last three-year drought we've had, there are places that have run out of water."
That shouldn't be the case in an area that has the massive Peace River watershed which includes the Wapiti and Smoky Rivers and much of Alberta's unallocated water sources, he said.
"That's a significant portion of Alberta's water supply but we can't use it because we don't have it in the right place," Paszkowski said. 
"We have to start managing our water, and by management I'm talking about things like dams and ways of controlling it and then once we've managed it we have to find ways of transmitting it so that we have distribution systems in place."
Emerson said the report outlined a water and land management system that would maximize the area's potential.
"We're suggesting that there be a water authority established in Alberta that would, amongst other things, collect data on water, do water mapping above-ground and underground, and it would also develop an infrastructure strategy for water in the province.
"That's where a lot of the issues that were talked about here would come into play." 
Dave Cook, chairman of the Grande Prairie & District Chamber of Commerce which organized the event at the Quality Inn, said the session was needed.
"It was great to have dialogue on a variety of subjects, obviously some emotional to some people," he said. "But I think the message is that we have to open our minds and look forward."
Business owners in the region would find a lot to like about the report, Cook said.
"There's a long-term strategic plan looking at expanding opportunities for our region and also putting the resources together in order to that," he said. 
"From a business perspective, what came out here is very similar to what we've been advocating as well in terms of collaboration, how to deliver on innovation, how to do it better, and how to compete in this new world."
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