
Murray Smith, a former 
Alberta cabinet minis-
ter in the Ralph Klein 

government — the one that 
privatized government liquor 
stores and licence registries in 
1993 — once told me about a 
side benefit of such divestments 
(and I paraphrase): fewer distractions, which 
led to more focused government.

That post-privatization, provincial politi-
cians would have two less items about which 
a constituent might complain — lineups at 
licence registries and liquor store prices — 
might seem trivial. After all, there are plenty 
of additional matters a politician might be 
overwhelmed by on a daily basis.

Leaving the question of focus aside for a 
moment, there are, of course, other, practi-
cal, reasons to privatize government-run 
businesses and Crown corporations: More 

efficient businesses, more accurate pricing, 
competition for consumer dollars (and thus 
better service) and the end of taxpayer sub-
sidies.

Thus, starting in the late 1970s but espe-
cially in the 1980s and 1990s, governments 
around the world, of all political stripes and 
persuasions, wound down and sold off busi-
nesses. They did so because it never made 
economic sense for governments to own and 
run railways, airlines, telephone and energy 
companies, among other businesses.

For example, consider the once feder-
ally-owned railway, Canadian National 
(privatized in 1995 under the Liberal gov-
ernment of Jean Chretien). As the Railway 
Association of Canada has noted, “there was 
a progressive increase in government and 
public awareness of the need to introduce 
more market forces in order to encourage 
self-sufficiency, competitiveness and effi-
ciency.”

Beyond the provable benefits of privati-

zation, Smith’s observation highlights the 
value of focus.

Why should politicians and civil servants 
employ a more focused approach? Because 
the cash collected and disbursed on our 
behalf is significant. In 2012/13, Canadian 
governments were a $738 billion Leviathan 
(based on spending by all levels of govern-
ment).

Obviously, with numbers that large, it 
doesn’t take much inattention to misallocate 
a billion here or there. Soon, as the cliché 
goes, we’re talking real money.

When governments attempt too much, or 
individual politicians believe their mandate 
too broad, they inevitably lose track of items 
under their control.

One example: Alberta’s newest premier 
Jim Prentice wants to bring retail electricity 
rates down. In a recent interview the pre-
mier remarked that “we have been paying 
more for our electricity, in my view, than 
we should be,” citing power price spikes as 

a problem. He pledged to get to the bottom 
of it.

Except we already know the reason for 
power price spikes. When they occur, they 
are a warning signal that demand is about 
to outstrip the immediately available supply. 
That price signal is akin to those overhead 
highway signs that inform drivers of ice con-
ditions ahead (so slow down). Mute the price 
signal or turn off the sign and you’ve aban-
doned the early warning system. (Besides, 
the permanent remedy to higher prices is not 
political interference but more supply.)

There are multiple reasons why govern-
ments choose the policy paths they do. 
Political survival is perhaps the most obvious 
explanation. But as with any organization, 
divesting of unnecessary businesses, projects 
and tasks that are off-mission helps sharpen 
the focus. That matters if one cares about 
smarter, more effective government.

• Mark Milke is a Senior Fellow at the 
Fraser Institute.
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Walking the walk
■ WHAT WE THINK:

Thanks to a new texting platform started by the I Am 
Someone Ending Bullying Society, with funding from 
Telus, high school students dealing with bullying and other 
abuse can easily get help from BC211 via a simple text.

What’s also terrific about the text 2TALK initiative is 
that its name reflects the organization that made it hap-
pen — I Am Someone didn’t just talk about doing some-
thing for youth in crisis, it walked the walk.

Many other groups are also working with youth, 
proving that the Tri-Cities is a caring community. School 
District 43 offers many anti-bullying programs and sup-
port for kids, ACCESS for Youth helps teens through its 
mobile bus, workshops and online outreach and Share 
Family and Community Society provides drug and al-
cohol information and POSSE programs for girls. The 
Amanda Todd Legacy Society is working for youth and 
FORCE for Kids’ Mental Health is there for children who 
need specific resources.

Kids are not alone in the Tri-Cities. Let’s work together 
to keep it that way.

QQQ
the THIS WEEK’S QUESTION:

Do you think that high school stu-
dents will use 2TALK to connect with 
resources when they are in need?

LAST WEEK’S QUESTION:
Do cities need to step in and 
regulate to curb the proliferation of 
mega homes in the Tri-Cities?

RESULTS: Yes 58% / No 42%

Register your opinion in our question of the week 
poll by voting online at www.tricitynews.com

■ WHAT DO YOU THINK? VOTE ONLINE
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