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Mr. Liepert: Well, thank you very much, Mr. Chair. It's our pleasure tonight to bring before this committee the estimates for Health and Wellness. As you all are well aware, the estimates of this department far exceed any of the other departments of government. However, I think that we would also all agree that the provision of health care to Albertans is probably the most important thing that we as government do.

I wanted to sort of step back a bit before we look to the next year. Just over a year ago we commenced a health action plan. It was a nine-month plan, which concluded on the 15th of December. We periodically reported out on the progress of that health action plan every three months. At the conclusion of the nine-month plan I committed to bring progress reports twice annually to the policy field committee. Tonight as part of our discussion I want to circulate to the committee members, Mr. Chair, our health action plan progress report, the first report of this year. So if we could do that, I would appreciate it.
It's been a busy year, and as you can see by the report that you'll soon have in front of you, a lot has been accomplished, but sadly a lot more remains to be done. Hopefully, as part of our 2009-10 budget year we can continue to make strides in meeting those goals. 
Probably the most important decision that we made as a government in this past year was the governance structure with Alberta Health Services, that is now well under way. Our board was appointed in December, and they are working diligently to pull the workings of the previous 12 entities together under one. Our new CEO commenced his duties in late March. There have been some very significant strides made, including the release on Friday by Alberta Health Services of their three-year strategic plan. With your permission I would also like to distribute to members the three-year strategic plan as put forward by Alberta Health Services.
Some of the other accomplishments in the past year were the introduction of Vision 2020, which sets forward our vision for health care in the province, and also the continuing care strategy document. The release of the children's mental health plan was a very important step in the past year. We brought forward legislation to deal with a couple of areas, including before the House today the Drug Program Act, which is the governing legislation to deal with our pharmaceutical strategy. Finally, the Public Health Amendment Act, 2009, has now received third reading.
One of the key initiatives under the Public Health Amendment Act is the appointment of our new chief medical officer of health. Dr. Corriveau commenced his duties, again, in late March, and it didn't take very long before he was thrown into the middle of our worldwide H1N1 influenza, I think it's called. I would just say here and now that he has done an absolutely terrific job over the last couple of weeks. As of today members of this committee will know that we have, I guess, just about the most number of cases identified in the country. We also have the only individual, unfortunately, who has required hospitalization. Dr. Corriveau has handled this extremely well, and we've made some great progress in the area of public health.

I'd like to just take a minute or two and highlight some of what I would suggest would be our priorities in this budget that's before you today. You're well aware of our, as I said, Vision 2020 and our pharmaceutical strategy, which we've brought forward. We have as part of our 2009-2012 business plan seven goals for the department. I'd like to read them off, if I could, for the record. Number 1 is effective governance for the health system; number 2, a sustainable and accountable health system; number 3, healthy people in healthy communities; number 4, strong public health capacity to mitigate risk and enhance population health; number 5, enhancing workforce collaboration, development, and capacity within health; number 6, increasing access through effective service delivery; and number 7, improving health service efficiency and effectiveness through innovation and technology.
We will be achieving these goals through our budget allocation this year of $12.9 billion. That's consistent with our budget from last year, but I do believe it needs clarification. The $12.9 billion is almost entirely in operating and is an increase of $558 million, or 4.6 per cent, from our '08-09 forecast. Alberta Health Services will receive $7.7 billion in operating funding for the delivery of health services. This will include an increase of some 550 million dollars, or almost 8 per cent. But it does include $122 million to provide emergency medical services going forward. As you know, the responsibility for EMS was transferred from municipalities effective April 1, and already early reviews of this change have been very positive.
The Alberta Health Services deficit for the year just concluded is estimated to be around $500 million, but those final numbers won't be available until the financial statements are received at the end of June.
I just want to touch very briefly on a couple of the allocations in our budget going forward. Physician services is being allocated $3 billion. That's an increase of $365 million. It'll include funding to support physician compensation, on-call programs, and a number of other areas, including the alternate relationship plans.
We're going to spend some 42 million dollars of our budget on the safe communities initiative. That will deal with a lot of preventative measures and also the areas around mental health and addiction. We've allocated $41 million to implement the continuing care strategy, and it includes significant increases in such things as home care for our seniors.
I think it's important to note also that cancer therapy drug funding is receiving $94 million, which is a 20 per cent increase, and a large chunk of that is due to the approval of Avastin for the treatment of advanced colorectal cancer.
I won't go into too many other details, Mr. Chair. Actually, I wanted to just very briefly cover our capital budget. This year, as you are well aware, our capital budget is only $238 million, but what needs to be emphasized is the fact that beginning this fiscal year, '09-10, Alberta Health Services had approximately a billion and a half dollars in cash reserves for capital. Then our projected increases over the following two years are in excess of a billion dollars in each one of those two years.
As I said on budget day, considering the challenging economic times that we find ourselves in, I believe that this is a good-news budget for Alberta Health and Wellness. Clearly, we are going to have to do things differently going forward. I think there is a willingness on behalf of those involved in health care delivery. There's a renewed understanding by the public that we can't continue to do what we've been doing, so that's our challenge in the year ahead.
With those opening comments, Mr. Chair, I would turn it back to you.

