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It is my great pleasure to address you on the opening of the First Session of the Thirty-Sixth Parliament of British Columbia. 
Let me take this opportunity to thank those Members of the Legislature who have not returned to this assembly for their years of service to our province. 
And to those of you who are returning, or who have been elected for the first time, my congratulations and my thanks as well. 
You each have the unique privilege of serving in the Parliament that will set the direction for our province into the next century. 
That direction will be different from the one being pursued in much of the rest of Canada. Ottawa is steadily withdrawing funding from health care, education, child care and the social safety net. And many other provinces are responding with deep cuts of their own in those areas. 
But in the recent election, British Columbians chose another vision. They elected a government committed to protecting health care and education, by finding savings in other areas. 
A government committed as well to creating and protecting jobs, 

Making our neighbourhoods safer, 

Ensuring a healthy environment for future generations, 

Cutting taxes for middle-income earners and small business, 

And continuing the work of reducing government debt, 
These are the priorities of B.C.'s middle-class working families. And they are working well for British Columbia. Our province is leading Canada with the country's best job-creation record, the strongest economy, the highest credit rating, the lowest debt and the highest environmental rating. 
In this session, my government will pursue a vision of a government on the side of working families and the middle class. It will be a highly focused session -- focused on the priorities of the people of British Columbia. 
And nowhere will that be clearer than in the budget you will receive this week. 
It will be B.C.'s second balanced budget in a row. Jobs will be up. The debt will be down. Health care and education will be protected. And there will be tax relief for small businesses and the middle-class. 
FINANCES 
People in B.C. are proud to live in a province with the lowest per-capita debt in the country. And they are pleased to see international agencies giving British Columbia the highest credit rating of any province. 
But they are still concerned about the level of debt held by the provincial government. 
My government is listening and acting on that concern. It will continue to work hard to reduce our province's debt. 
And the Finance Minister will elaborate in the upcoming budget speech on how my government will make further progress in this regard. 
The challenge is one faced by governments at all levels: provincial, municipal, school and hospital boards alike; and that challenge is to reduce costs and reduce debt while protecting the services that British Columbians rely on. 
Working together, B.C. has made impressive fiscal progress. The budget you will receive this week will be the second balanced budget in two years, and includes a reduction in overall debt. My government intends to continue that progress -- to ensure our province can rely on a sound, healthy financial foundation. 
RELIEF FOR THE MIDDLE CLASS 
My government is committed as well to helping middle-class working families make ends meet. 

Although B.C. residents pay the second-lowest taxes in the country, it's still a struggle for many families to get ahead. 
Working people and middle-class families deserve to know their government is doing what it can to make things a little easier on them. 
That is why my government has frozen Hydro rates and ICBC car insurance rates. 
The budget will include as well a three-year freeze on taxes and a two-year freeze on tuition fees, a two-year tax holiday for new small businesses -- the job creation engine of our economy, and the fulfilment of my government's promise of a tax cut for middle-class families, working people and small businesses. 
JOBS 
The budget will also continue B.C.'s investment in what British Columbians have said is their top economic priority: jobs. 
They want to know there are opportunities for themselves -- and that there will be opportunities for their children. 
Nothing can provide the kind of dignity to individuals, security to families and hope for communities that decent jobs do. 
With 34,000 new jobs since December, B.C.'s economy is performing well. But my government knows we can do more. We can do better. And we will. 
The coming budget will continue to invest in creating and protecting jobs. It will build on the approach that has been so successful: bringing business, working people, communities and government together to share our perspectives and to cooperate to secure economic prosperity for all. 
My government will focus on developing jobs in a broad range of economic sectors in every part of this province -- from tourism to energy to mining to advanced technologies and beyond. 
FORESTS 
This includes a renewal of the commitment made in the address I delivered in April to create and protect thousands of jobs in British Columbia's forests. 
For generations, our forests have provided a good living for B.C. workers and their families . . . and a future for B.C. communities. Forestry has been the cornerstone of our economy, a solid base for growth and prosperity across the province. 
When neglect and short-sighted mismanagement threatened the future of that industry and sparked division and conflict, my government worked with British Columbians from all walks of life. 
Together, they found common ground. And today this vital industry is on the road to long-term sustainability. 
Now comes the next step, into a new era. The people of B.C. expect us to work together to get more jobs from trees cut on land owned by the public. 
And so my government is working with forest companies and workers to develop a Jobs and Timber Accord, tying access to public timber directly to the creation of new jobs. 
My government is also introducing a strategy to greatly expand the value-added sector in B.C. -- so that more of the jobs from processing B.C. timber go to B.C. workers. 
By increasing job-to-timber ratios to levels comparable to our competitors in Washington and Oregon, my government believes the forest sector can create 21,000 new jobs over the next five years. 
FISHERIES 
This cooperative approach has paid off in B.C.'s forests. It is the approach my government has brought as well to B.C.'s fisheries. 
People in this province have long recognized the Pacific Salmon as more than just a resource. It's part of our history, part of our culture, and part of our identity as British Columbians. 
But today the Pacific Salmon fishery is on the brink of collapse. And its dramatic cycle of life, death and rebirth could be broken irrevocably if we fail to act to protect this resource. 
That loss would be measured in thousands of fisheries jobs and in the devastation of our many fishing communities . . . but it would also be felt in the very soul of this province. 
The people of British Columbia are determined not to let that happen. They have made it clear they want their government to do what it takes to keep our fisheries alive, healthy and sustainable. 
And my government has responded with new pollution control rules, investments in sewage treatment, and the cancellation of the Kemano Completion Project because it threatened a key salmon river. 
The coming budget will continue to fund innovative community initiatives to protect and restore fish habitat. 
My government will also continue to press Ottawa to replace the Mifflin Plan with a plan designed by British Columbians, for British Columbians -- a plan that reduces the fleet in a balanced way, and provides adjustment for the workers and communities who are affected. 
And my government will keep working to convince the federal government to take a firm line with our American neighbours, especially Alaska, over the need for a fair, effective Pacific Salmon Treaty. 

Protecting this resource is more than just an economic imperative. It is the defence of our cultural, historic and natural heritage. 
ENVIRONMENT 
British Columbians are rightly proud of that natural heritage. Our province's tremendous beauty and our rich natural diversity are treasures to be carefully guarded. British Columbia has taken that responsibility very seriously in recent years, and has consistently earned the highest environmental rating in the country. 
My government has already taken historic measures to protect the environment, most notably the creation of over 200 new parks and protected wilderness areas. Unique and irreplaceable ecosystems from the Tatshenshini to the Stein Valley, from the Sooke Hills to Height of the Rockies are now safeguarded for all time. 
And in the coming months and years, my government will work to complete our system of parks and protected areas, and to enshrine the boundaries of these areas in law. 
HEALTH CARE AND EDUCATION 
Protecting our quality of life means paying careful attention to our social as well as our natural environment. 
British Columbians have made it very clear they place enormous value in B.C.'s health care and education systems. They want these vital programs protected because they are more than simply services. 
Health care is in many ways the single most important service that government provides. And education is the key to opportunities for our children: opportunities for jobs for a rewarding career and also opportunities for personal fulfillment and meaningful citizenship. 

But protecting health care and education will not be easy. The federal government has cut $435 million from funding to B.C. for these services this year alone. And there are deeper federal cuts coming. 
Yet while other provinces are responding with deep cuts of their own, British Columbia has increased funding for health care and education every year for the past five years. And my government is dedicated to continuing to protect these crucial programs. 
Faced with the cost pressures of a population that is growing both in size and in age, and sharply diminished support from Ottawa, my government has chosen to find within its own operations the funds needed to protect health care and education. 
A series of reductions in administrative overhead, senior management and the number of Crown corporations, agencies and ministries has helped to find the savings needed to protect these services. And, in partnership with B.C.'s doctors and public employees, my government is committed to finding further savings. 
With those funds, British Columbia has been able to make important progress by cutting wait lists for heart surgery in half; providing more funding to fight breast cancer and heart disease; and expanding funding for hospitals to keep pace with our growing population. 
The budget my government intends to reintroduce will reflect those priorities. It will reflect as well British Columbia's increased investment in our schools, to keep pace with the thousands of new students entering our school system this year. And it will include my government's Guarantee for Youth: offering work experience while keeping education affordable and accessible. 
Affordable, by freezing tuition fees while other provinces are raising them by as much as 20 per cent. My government feels strongly that education must not be priced out of the reach of young people. 
And accessible, by providing increased funding to help create 7,000 new spaces in our colleges and universities next year -- guaranteeing space in our post-secondary institutions for every qualified B.C. student. 

The final component of the Guarantee for Youth, work experience, is already achieving results. My government will work hard with its partners in the private sector to ensure even more opportunities for young people in our province's many businesses. 
British Columbians expect their government to offer hope for B.C.'s young people. That's a responsibility that my government takes very seriously. 
As well, my government has moved, in recent years, to ensure that B.C.'s health care and education systems change to meet the changing needs of British Columbians. 
But the need for change must be tempered by the need for stability. My government has shown itself willing to listen when the pace of change outstrips the ability of our system to adapt -- and to slow down when necessary. 
The goal remains the same: ensuring that services reflect the needs of our many diverse communities, and that British Columbians get the maximum benefit possible from every health care and education dollar. 
That is a goal that all British Columbians can support. 
ON THE SIDE OF B.C. FAMILIES 
And where working families encounter obstacles when they're trying to make ends meet, my government believes it has a responsibility to act. 
We expect to soon see the results of an inquiry into recent sharp increases in gasoline prices. 

And my government is moving to ensure that injured workers in B.C. continue to have the protection of a sound workers' compensation system. 
In response to the serious questions that have emerged in recent years about the Workers' Compensation Board's management and practices, my government will name in the coming weeks a Royal Commission. 

That Commission will have a wide-ranging mandate to investigate the concerns many British Columbians have expressed about the Board, and to recommend ways of restoring their confidence in this vital agency. 
SAFE COMMUNITIES 
People look to their government as well to fight crime and the causes of crime. They want to know their communities will be safe places in which to live and to raise their families. 
My government has responded with a range of initiatives to give our province's police and the judicial system the tools they need to combat crime. Among those initiatives are a new provincial homicide unit, new state-of-the-art forensic science facilities, and a strategy to combat teen prostitution. 
The upcoming budget will also enhance community policing by allowing for 100 new police officers patrolling our neighbourhoods. 
Safer neighbourhoods mean stronger communities . . . and a stronger province for all of us. 
ABORIGINAL LAND CLAIMS 
People in this province have also told my government that they want to see aboriginal land claims dealt with in a fair and open way. 
They want to see historic wrongs redressed -- so that all British Columbians, in aboriginal communities and throughout our province, can look forward to a future of opportunity, dignity and self-sufficiency. 
British Columbia has recently taken an historic step toward that future with the conclusion of an agreement in principle with the Nisga'a people. It is the first step toward B.C.'s first modern-day aboriginal treaty. 
And in the months to come, my government will work toward concluding that treaty with the Nisga'a people, and toward similar agreements with First Nations elsewhere in B.C. -- while consulting carefully and thoroughly with British Columbians everywhere. 
The treaty process holds tremendous promise for British Columbia. Fair agreements can mean greater security and certainty for people, communities and businesses throughout B.C., as well as hope and self-reliance for our province's many aboriginal communities. 
A NEW ROLE FOR MLAs 
The priorities I have outlined involve many challenges. And British Columbians have sent a clear message that they expect the people they elect to work together to find solutions. 
My government has listened. And it intends to introduce a range of reforms to increase the involvement of every member of this Legislature, and ensure they have a strong and effective voice on behalf of their constituents. 
As announced before the election, my government will soon table an amendment to the Conflict of Interest Act to allow for the nomination of the Conflict of Interest Commissioner by an all party committee. 
There will also be a new Crown Corporation Committee of the legislature, modeled on the Public Accounts Committee and chaired by a member of the Opposition. 
These are only two of many measures that will enhance the effectiveness and influence of all members. British Columbians understand there are genuine differences of policy and philosophy between members of this Legislature. But they also expect them to work together for the common good of this province. And my government is committed to helping to make that happen. 
NATIONAL ISSUES 
My government will stand up for working people and middle-class families. Indeed, it will stand up for all of British Columbia, in dealing with a federal administration that often seems aloof and removed from the realities of day-to-day life in our province. 

My government will continue to press the federal government to act on B.C.'s concerns on fisheries, and to steadily devolve power in this area to our province. 
My government will also work to eliminate duplication and overlap between federal and provincial jurisdictions that waste taxpayers' money, and often force citizens and businesses to deal with two bureaucracies instead of one. 
Our province needs a strong voice on the national stage. The next four years will be crucial ones for the future of British Columbia and for all of Canada. 
B.C. will speak out strongly for a united Canada. But my government will go further. 
It believes that unity ultimately cannot be achieved by any constitutional law. And that, while discussions around the constitution may be necessary and important, too often they have distracted the national government from issues that truly matter to Canadians. 
Quebecers, like British Columbians and indeed people throughout Canada, want to know their country offers them hope for the future. Economic certainty. Medical treatment if they fall ill. A secure retirement. And opportunities for their children. 
No constitution can offer that kind of hope. It has to come from hard work by governments, business, labour, and communities from one end of the country to the other. 
That is why British Columbia will be speaking out nationally for a renewed commitment by Ottawa to Medicare. To education. To creating and protecting jobs. 
My government has always been ready and willing to work with Ottawa on these issues, and understands there are financial realities to be faced. It has proposed alternatives that would allow the federal government to maintain a strong role in protecting health care, education and social services in Canada. 
But most of all, British Columbia has been leading by example . . . showing all of Canada how we can build for tomorrow, protect health and education, create jobs, and offer hope for the future. 

And my government is doing this by listening to the people of this province, and acting on their priorities. 
That is its commitment in this legislative session, and in this Parliament. To listen to British Columbians. To show them they have a government that's on their side. 
We are indeed a rich province. B.C. is known worldwide for our valuable forests, our mineral wealth, our energy resources, our sweeping vistas, our quality of life. 
But the most precious commodity we have, the one that must be protected and nurtured above all others, is hope. 
British Columbia is brimming with promise for the future. 
Today, members of the legislature, you begin the work of keeping that promise -- the work of building this province of hope, our British Columbia. 

