
\ 

1 

1 

THE POLITICS OF POWER: RURAL ELECTRIFICATION IN ALBERTA, 
1920 - 1989 

David A. Schu1ze 

Department of History 
McGill University, Montreal 

A thesis submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies and 
Research in parital fulfillment of the requirements for thp 

degree of Master of Arts. 

(c) David Schulze, 1989 



THE POLITICS OF POWER: RURAL ELECTRIFICATION IN ALBERTA, 1920-1989 



1 

:1 

iii 

ABSTRACI' 

Electricity is a part of the "cost-priee squeeze" fanners faee, as 

competing irrlependent producerr. :::ruyi~ and selling fram oligopolies and 

lOOnopolies. since this process can not be allov.Ted to go on 

continuously, or the physical miniIm..rrn required to sustain the farm 

community will disappear, the solution is presented by the government, 

which injects new funds and allows accumulation to continue. 

Rural elect ification is an excellent example: from the 1920s 

through the 1950s, the huge cost of individual electric service was 

beyond the resources of aIl but the wealthiest farIllE"rS, while for the 

power cornpanies the financial benefits of building a rural 

infrastructure were negligible, if not negative. Yet eventually, 

electric service becarne an essential element in giving farmers a 

standard of living roughly comparable to that enjoyed by the rest of 

Albertan society; the only means ta provide rural electrification was 

goverrnnent j lteJ..-vention. 

Analyzing rural electrification in Alberta provides a Il'leanS to see 

government intervention in the social condition of agriculture fram 1920 

to the present and the differing political relationships ta fanners of 

the Uni ted Fanners of Alberta, Social Credit, and Progressive 

Conservative governments. 
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RESUME 

L'électricité cOl3titute une partie de l'Ptrp;~'e des co~ts pt des 

prix à laquelle font face les agriculteurs _ en tdnt que produc tellrs 

compétitifs qui font leurs ventes et leurs achats d'oligopoles pt 

monopoles. Puisque ce processus ne peut continuer de façon inde finit 1 \'t' 

sans que le minimum physique requis pour la reproduction dt> 1 a 

communauté agricole ne disparaisse. la solution en est la contribution 

de nouveaux capitaux par le gouvernement, afin d' y permettre la 

continuation de l'accumulation. 

L'electrification rurale en est un bon exemple: des années 1920 

jusqu'aux années 1950, le coût énorme du service électrique dépassait 

les moyens de tous. sauf les agriculteurs les plus riches _ randis 'lue 

pour les compagnies électriques les bénéfices financièrps à n-tlrer 

d'une infrastructure rurale étaient negligeables, sinon négatives. 

Pourtant, le service électrique est devenu essentiel afin de permettre 

aux agriculteurs un standard de vie comparable à celle des autres 

albertains; le seul moyen de le leur fournir fut l' intervention 

gouvernementale. 

L'analyse de l' électrification rurale en Alberta permet donc de 

comprendre l' intervention gouvernementale dans les condi t ions soc ia les 

en agriculture de 1920 jusqu'à maintenant, ainsi que les relations 

politiques entre les fermiers et les gouvernrnements des Fermiers unis de 

l'Alberta, le Crédit social, et les Conservateurs progress istes 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE FARMER IN ALBERTA'S POLITICAL ECONOMY 

In 1943, when only one in five Canadian farm homes had even 

E'lectric lighting, the Agriculture Subcommittee of the Dominion Advisory 

Committee on Reconstruction wrote. "No single factor could add more to 

the improvement of living conditions on the farm than the supplying of 

electrical services. nl Rural electrification was a fundamental demand 

of the [arm community and a post-war project for every provincial 

government at a time of great expectations among Canadians generally for 

post-war improvements to their living standards. 

For if the Second World War saw successful demands by workers and 

independent producers in Canada for change in relations of production 

(easier unionization through Order-in-Couneil P G. 1003 for workers, new 

intervention in the market by government affeeting farmers) most of aIL 

the y expressed a deeper desire for :i higher standard of living. In 

federal politics, the Uberals' eommitrnent to "social security and human 

welfare" -- demonstrated most tangibly in the form of family allowanees 

was enough to win them re-eleetion in the surnrner of 1945. 

However, governments could not implement every improvement in 

living standards with a monthly eheque in the mail. As a general rule, 

supplying electricity ta farm homes was not profitable for any power 

company in Canada. Rural electrification, which remained strictly a 

provincial matter, meant government intervention in the distribution of 

electric power for social purposes. In provinces where electric 

utilities were owned by the government, the problem was mainly one of 

allocating resources and capital, of choosing between the needs of 

diffen'nt consumers. But in a province such as Alberta the problern was 

of a different order: for the government, pursuing a policy of rural 

~lectrification meant trying ta reconcile the interests of farmers with 

those of private power monopolies. Richards and Pratt have demonstrated 

lCanada, Advisory Gommittee on Reconstruction, 1. Agricultural 
Polic'i' Final Report of the Subcommittee, (Ottawa, 1943), p. 44. 
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that the Social Credit government of Alberta was not prepared to assumE' 

any risk nor invest any capital when disposing of public resourcps which 

were for export, such as oil and gas: development was left to private, 

largely foreign companies. 2 But in the case of electricity, a locally­

consumed public resource, effec tive control was al 50 Ipft in the h<lI\(1-; 

of private monopolies while the government tried to satisfy the lannpl"<;' 

needs. 

Alberta' s program of rural electrificat ion never satis fiNI the fanll 

community, but its development, its Implementation and the controversy 

that surrounded it show how farmers' interests were accorn'llOc!dted by 

successive provincial governments lt also demonstrates the priority 

Alberta governments gave to private capital, when its needs coll idt'd 

with the political demands of farmers. 

* 
Living in a society in which wealth is divided unequally, Albertn 

farmers are members of a social class, and can be described as 

independent commodity producers: 

In this [productive) relationship the ownership, operation, and 
control of the means of production ~re in the hands of the actudl 
producer. That is, in its ur.Jnodified [orm there is no separation 
of labour from ownership of '~he means of production or the product 
of labour, ... the bulk of "!.abour being provided by the rea 1 owner 
or family members. 3 

Independent commodity producer S occupy a distinctive position ln lIIodern 

capitalism since it is dominated by the productive relationship betwppn 

2John Richards and Larry Pratt, Prairie Capitalism 
Influence in the New West, (Toronto, 1979), Chapter Four. 

Power and 

3Max J. Hedley, "Independent Commodity Production and the Dynllmic<, 
of Tradition, Il Canadian Review of Soci01ogx and Anthropo1ogy, vol 1\ 
(1976), p. 415. l have chosen to pass over the issue of why lndeppndpnt. 
commodity production has continued in agriculture while capitillist 
production using wage labour predominates e lsewhere However, l would 
adopt the arguments of Mann and Dickinson that it i~ due to the 
incompatibility of the nature of the productive process in certain 
spheres of agriculture with the requirements of capi talis t produc t ion 
(specifically, the non-identity of production time and labour time); 
Susan A. Mann and James M. Dickinson, "Obstacles to the Development ot a 
Capitalist Agriculture," Journal of Peasant Studies, vol 5 (1978), pp. 
466-8l. 
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wage labour and capi tal . Commodi ties (products destined for exchange) 

are generally produced when workers sell their labour for wages to 

owners of the means of production. Workers are exploited under 

capi talism in that tneir wage is less than the new value they have 

produced, the surplus value is appropriated by the employer. 

Obviously farmers, as inde pendent producers, do not sell their 

labour power, but they can nonetheless be described as being exploited 

under capitalism. The French agricultural economist Amedée Mollard has 

defined "exp loitation of labour [as 1 the appropriation in any form by 

non-workers (feudal lords, merchants, or capi talists) of a surplus 

created by productive workèrs." Using this definition, he concludes 

farmers are exploited under capitalism, since they are never able to 

realize the entire value of their labour: "one part is extorted, 

directly or indirectly, and takes the form of ground rent, interest, 

value not realized in priees, etc ... ; another part is necessary for new 

investments in farm production ... , final1y, a 1ast part is necessary in 

order to renew the laboue forre of the farmers and their families .... ,,4 

According to Mollard: "The firms in the agro- indus trial complex, 

acting in an incoherent and uncoordinated manner, each aim to collect as 

much of the farmers 1 surplus as possible, without any concern for the 

contradictions that such a strategy entails in social terms." In Canada 

farmers are caught between powerful oligopolies in both the farm supply 

and the food processing industries -- a position commonly referred to as 

the "cost-price squeeze".5 

Attempts by farmers ta escape the cost-price squeeze through an 

increased volume of production in hopes of higher gross incomes must 

4Amedée Mollard, Paysans exploités; Essai sur la question 
pavsanne, (Grenoble, 1978), pp. 229, 204 (my translation). A discussion 
of Mollard is available in English in Wilfrid Denis, "Capital and 
Agriculture A Review of Marxian problematics," ;:S.:;t~u~d:,;:i..:e;;.:s;:.,...,.;:i~n:,.,..~P~o;;,;:l;"ii;.:t;;,;i;,:c;;.:a~l 
Economy, Number 7 (1982), pp. 138-44. 

:Jlbid., p. 214. On the cost-price squeeze in Canadian agriculture, 
see Don Mitchell, The Politics of Food, (Toronto, 1975), Chapter Three; 
see also, John Warnock, "The Farm Crisis," in Laurier LaPierre, et al, 
eds., Essays on the Left: Essays in Honour of T. C. Douglas, (Toronto, 
1971), pp. 120-33. 



always fail in the long term, since they produce in genuine competition 

with one another. 

Under competitive circumstances the inevi table tendency in any 
period other th an a very short one is toward equal i ty bt'twt>en 
selling price and costs of production Improvernents in cul tura 1 
practices, . which are. . accessible ta all producers on equa 1 
terms, will consequer.tly tend ta reduce costs of production {lnd 
selling prices in equal measure. 

This principle applies not just to irnproved technique, but n150 mort:' 

genera11y to increased acreage and to rnechanization thp gain in Incorne 

for the farmer is never in proportion to his productive effort 6 

Production increases also require large investrnents which ben(' fi t 

the same oligopolies which helped create the cost-priee squeeze (e g , 

farrn machinery rnanufacturers, banks) ; they represent important 

financial commitments for the farmers which reduce their f1exibility 

As a result, if the surplus is co1lected completely [by finance 
capital, farm supply and food processing finns l, the labouring 
farmers cannot give up thei.r inves tment and art> obI iged lo Und 
another source of financing to meet their commitments For this 
they can only free up the only thing which still genuinely belong~ 
to them: their labour power, which is to say, they are forced to 
underpay themselves. 7 

In the most severe cases, the only long-term solution for the farmer ig 

to sell out, and the land lhen provides the basis for further expansion 

by another farmer. 

Prairie farmers often use the sale of their labour power off the 

farrn as a supplementary source of incorne. However, the anthropologist 

Max Hedley rnaintains this solution "tends to be pursued only when other 

options fail" because nit a1so inereases the difficu1ty of farming and 

may lead directly to the development of poor farm practices " When 

pursued on a full-time basis it rnakes supervision of livestock {lnd 

maintenance of equipment difficult while the work schedule conflicts 

6Vernon C. Fowke, The National Policy and the Wheat Economy, 
(Toronto, 1957), p. 291. 

7A. Mollarci, Paysans exploités, p. 215 There is no doubt that 
this occurs among prairie farrners; see Max J. Hedley, "Domestic 
Commodity Production' Small Farrners in Alberta," in David H Turner and 
Gavin A. Smith, eds , Challenging Anthropologx. A Critical Introduction 
to Social and Cultural Anthropolo&y, (Toronto, 1979), pp. 289-90 
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wilh the need to adjust farm activities to soil and growth conditions. 

Hedley has concluded that the work-farm pattern is a step towards loss 

of ownership.8 

Thus there is an essential contradiction in independent commodity 

production under capitalism' in spite of the cost-price squeeze, there 

is a physical minimum farm families must have to maintain their 

existence or the very basis for accumulation of capital by the agro-

industrial complex will disappear. As Mollard points out, in the end, 

dw oIlly way to ensure continued accumulation by capital in agriculture 

is for the State ta act as a coordinating agent, ta intervene and 

resolve the contradiction. These activities are part of the raIe of the 

State under capitalism, in its function as "Ideal total capitalist": it 

is responsible for the "provision of those general conditions of 

production which cannot be assured by the private activities of the 

mernbers of the dominant c1ass."9 

Governments finance corporate accumulation of capital in 

agriculture above and beyond the surplus actua1ly produced by farmers. 

Mollard identifies two forms this takes in France: encouraging the use 

of credit ta allow the farmer to make new investments based on future 

surplus, and increasing farm family incarnes through social aid. Vernon 

Fowke's ann1ysis of sirni1ar programs introduced in Canada by the federal 

governmC'nt beginning in the later part of the Great Depression is 

similnr to Mollard's: 

State subsidization of facilities for agriculture is thus designed 
to lower the cast and to increase the avai1ability of capital for 
farming operations. [ ... ) Neither the agricu1tural credit acts nor 
the rehabi1itation 1egislatioI. have the purpose or the result of 

8M. Hedley, "Independent Commodity Production and the Dynarnics of 
Tradition," pp. 418, 419. A distinction must be made between this new, 
YPdr-round work-farm pattern and the various forms of seasonal labour 
COllUTIOn among farmers before the war (for instance, construction and 
lumbering in the winter, harvest labour in the fall). This phenomenon 
.1180 poiIlts out another aspect of the problem: in effect, farms 
increasingly have had to compete for the family's labour with capitalist 
production. 

9A. Mollard, Paysans exploités, pp. 214-15; on the State general­
ly. Ernest Mandel, Late Capitalism, (London, 1978), p. 475. 
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modifying the competitive status of Canadian agriculture in 
domestic markets. 

Measures introduced in Canada included the Farm Improvement Loans Act, 

later the Farm Credit Corporation, the Agricultural Priees Support Act, 

and family allowances; the federal government also undertook il policy 

of supply management, especially through marketing boards. lO 

The real context then, even for a program as innocuous as rural 

electrification by a Canadian provincial government, is the 

contradiction facing independent commodity production under capitalism. 

Because the structural pressure of their exploitation by cdpilal forces 

farmers ta underpay their own labour, the State has to intervene 

specially in their lives in arder ta maintain thei~ level of investment 

and standard of living and permit both accumulation by capital and the 

form of production itself to continue. 

Since the beginnings of European settlement in the 18705, the 

Canadian prairies have had a "quasi-colonial" economic status, ta use 

C.B. Macpherson's phrase. "The prairies, peopled by producers of gl"ain 

and other primary products, were developed as an are a for the profitable 

investment of capital, as a market for manufactured goods, and AS Il 

source of merchandising and carrying profits ,,11 As the basis for 

settlement, independent commodity production created an id('al 

"investment frontier'" its familial nature required re1ative1y 101,01 

government expenditure on infrastructure, ensured continued geographic 

expansion, and could continue even without a profit, so long as there 

was sufficient income for simple reproduction of the farm units. 12 

The concentration of prairie farmlng on production for export, 

however, created an unusually high dependency by farmers on certal n 

lOA. Mollard, Paysans exploi~, pp. 216-18; Vernon C. Fowke, ~ 
National Policy and the Wheat Economy, p. 292 

llC. B Macpherson, Democracy in Alberta: Social Credi t and the 
Party System, (Toronto, 1962), p. 7. 

l2Susan A Mann and James A. Dickinson, "State and Agriculture in 
Two Eras of American Capitalism," in Frederick H Buttell and Howard 
Newby, eds., The Rural Sociology of Advanced Societies Gritieal 
Perspectives, (Montclair, N.J., 1980), pp. 297-301. 
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monopolies, particularly in marketing and transportation. This was 

reinforced by the federal goverrunent' s granting special privileges to 

certain companies (land and a legal monopoly to the Canadian Pacific 

Railway, 

"agrarian 

for instance). The 

class consciousness" 

result was what S .M. Lipset called an 

among prairie farmers. 13 In the early 

years of the twentieth century, large and influential farmers' 

organizations sprang up' the Territorial Grain Growers' Association in 

1901 and the Canadian Society of Equity in 1908, which grew into the 

Saskatchewan Grain Growers' Association and the United Farmers of 

Alberta. The farm groups combined resentment of the power of the 

railways, grain companies, and eastern manufacturers, with demands for 

lowp.r tariffs, government intervention, and politieal and social r~form. 

After tariff reform, the farm organizations' most frequent calI was 

for intervention in the economy through government ownership. The 1921 

Farmers' Platform of the Canadian Council of Agriculture, for instance, 

urged. "Public ownership and control of railway, water and aerial 

transportation, telephone, telegraph and express systems, aIl proj ects 

in the development of natural power, and of the coal mining industry."14 

In their struggle against the line elevator companies and milling 

concerns in the grain trade before the First World War, farm groups in 

a11 three prairie provinces asked for provincially-owned and operated 

elevator systems. But the Alberta and Saskatchewan governments 

supported farmers' cooperative elevator companies, in order to avoid 

government ownership. (The Manitoba government briefly owned a poorly-

administered system, but it quickly turned it over ta the Grain Growers' 

Grain Company.) 

During the First World War, the federal government did create a 

board with a monopoly on the sale of Canadian grain, giving farmers 

fixed priees and initial payments in order to keep the price of wheat 

low. However, with the end of the War it returned grain to the open 

13S M Lipset, Agrarian Socialism: The Cooperative Commonwealth 
Federation in Saskatchewan; A Study in Political Sociology, (Berkeley, 
1968, rev ed), Chapter Three. 

14"The Farmer' s Platform (As brought up-to-date, 1921)," cited in 
W.L Morton, The Progressive Party in Canada, (Toronto, 1950), Appendix 
C, p 305. 
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market system, which farmers had come to see dS "inherently llnd 

incorrigibly detrimental to [their 1 interests" l t wns only in face of 

the federal governrnent' s refusaI to restore the Wheat l>ùard that in tilt' 

1970s prairie grain farmers set up operations to pool their produce und 

sell it centrally.15 

The Canadian Wheat Board was re-established as a monopoly during 

the Second World War and has remained in existence since then, but the 

pattern remains. Governrnents generally avoided the direc t intervent ion 

prairie farmers demanded of them In Vernon Fowke' s words' "The 

economic liberalism underlying Canadian governmental pol iey ha!:> 

maintained an effective barrier against proposaIs designed to alt~r tht· 

position of the agricultural producer within the priee system.,,16 

Provincial governments preferred subsidizing producers or thei r 

cooperatives to interfering in the marketplaee 

Nevertheless, farmers and the farm movement continued to hold hlgh 

expectations of governrnent By the early 19 20s , the re fusa 1 0 f 

successive federal governrnents to accede to any significant part of the 

farmers' demands had led to their politicization and fina11y the entry 

of farmers' organizations inta electoral politics at the federai and the 

provincial level. The coalition of members of Parliament from the [arm 

movement known as the Progressive party had a !:>pectacular but short-

lived electoral success in spite of electing 65 members in 1921, lt 

was unable to adopt consistent parliamentary strategy and p01icy and 

disintegrated, with the LiberaIs co-opting most of it5 MPs and 

supporters. After the election of 1930 it had virtually ceased to 

exist, its caucus reduced to nine members of the UFA, two Pl."ogrec;sivec; 

from Saskatchewan and one from Ontario 17 

Provincial politics had originally been given less consideration, 

sinee the most controversial issues fell under federal jurisdiction and 

the leadership of many farm organizations had good relations with their 

15V.C 
139-52, 
16Ibid 
17W. L. 

Fowke, The National 
169-73, 196-99. 

Policy and the Wheat Economy, 
pp. 

, p. 289. 
Morton, The Progressive Party in Canada, pp 265, 

Major A.L. Normandin, ed, ~T~h~e __ ~C~a~n_a~d_i_a_n~~P~a~r~l~i~a~m~e_n~t_a~r.y __ ~G~u~i~d~e, 
(Ottawa, 1931), p. 327. 

112, 
1931 , 
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provinces' governrnents In Alberta the most radical elements of the 

farm movement organized themselves into the Non-Partisan League and 

contested the 1917 provincial election against the wishes of the larger 

Uni ted Farmers of Alberta; two members were elected. The UFA itself 

contested aIl rural ridings in the provincial election of 1921, in ~rder 

to ensure representation of farmers and out of a general disapproval of 

party politics and, therefore, of the ties between provincial and 

federal LiberaIs. To their own surprise, the UFA won a majority 

government. 

The UFA entered electoral politics not as a formal political party, 

but committed to the particular philosophy of its president, Hen::y Wise 

Wood, that of "group government". It proposed the replacement of the 

party system by "the poli tical mobilization of the people along 

occupational group lines, each unit, with its own solid basis of common 

interest, nominating and electing legislative representatives." This 

philosophy, however, had little concrete effect on the UFA government 

which administered the province without any change to the traditional 

legislative system until its defeat in 1935. In any case, "group 

goverI~e~t" reflected a class consciousness missing any real conception 

of class conflict. The political ideal envisioned by Wood was: 

" When every class is organized, and we come together and find these 

things will be a resisting force when another class tries to do 

something wrong, and .. through the law of resistance .. [then) things 

will be properly carried out."lS 

What the UFA government manifested most clearly was Wood's 

fundamental conservatism: "1 am absolutely opposed to class legislation 

or class domination," he told the 1920 convention. D~ring the debate 

within the U~A on political action, in 1919, he told a district 

convention he was also opposed to the government ownership plank of the 

18C. B Macpherson, Democracy in Alberta, pp. 44-45. On the theory 
of group government, see especially Ibid., Chapter Two, and W K. Rolph, 
Henry Wise Wood of Alberta, (Toront~950), Chapters Four and Five; 
Calgary Herald, 22 October 1919, cited in W.S. Morton, The Progressive 
Party in Canada, p 91. 
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Farmers' Platform and saw the aim of the UFA's po1itica1 action as th~ 

substitution of business government for unprincip1ed party goverrunent 19 

The record of the UFA government, as one historian has recent1y 

pointed out, "was neither progressive nor particularly innovative." 1 t 

was marked by great fiscal conservatism as the government tried to pay 

off the massive debts 1eft by three terms of boom-time Liberal 

government, which had never hesitated to spend, especially on expensivE' 

infrastructure (railways, telephones) which local demand alone couici Ilot 

support. The UFA government had a corresponding pol iey of non-

intervention, not only in the economy itself, but even in the field of 

social welfare: it delayed opting into the federa1 old-age pension 

scheme (initiated by UFA Members of Parliament), refused to institute 

unernployment or health insurance programs and delayed imp1ementing 

depression relief measures There was however, a consistent policy ot 

government encouragement and support for farme rs he 1p lng themse l veh 

through cooperative marketing: for instance, it sponsored dairy and egg 

and poultry marketing pools.20 

Run for nine of its 15 years by John E. Brownlee, a corporllte 

lawyer who had been the UFA's attorney, the government WllS not 

especially responsive to the United Farmers of Alberta as il body. ln 

the words of his biographer' "For his part, Brownlee conhldered 

Convention resolutions a very poor basis for Government policy." 

Cabinet ministers did however attend the UFA' s annual conventions and 

were asked to comment during debates, so that radical resolutions were 

sometimes defeated because ministers warned they might embarra.;s the 

government. The conventions always sent resolutions requesting 

government action to the cabinet, which considered them, but dic! not 

feel bound to carry them out, nor even always to explain its refu~al 21 

19W. K Rolph, Henry Wise Wood of Alberta, pp. 90, 80-81 
20Susan M. Kooyman, "The Policies and Legislation of the Unite-d 

Farmers of Alberta Government, 1921-1935," CM A. thesis, University of 
Calgary, 1981), pp iii-iv. 

2l Franklin Lloyd Foster, "John Edward Brownlee' A 
(Ph.D. thesis, Queen's University, 1981), p. 357, C B. 
Democracy in Alberta, pp 84-90. 

Biography, " 
Macpherbon, 
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Even in the crisis conditions of the depression of the 1930s, the 

government's conservatism persisted, while the UFA as a movement swung 

decidedly to the left. Under the leadership of more radical members and 

the UFA's MPs (especially Robert Gardiner, who replaced Wood as 

president), in 1933 the UFA helped found the Cooperative Commonwealth 

Federation as a national political alliance of progressive 

organizations The UFA's 1932 convention adopted a statement of 

principles which called for social ownership of "a11 social means of 

productlOn and distribution, including land" and especially of "the 

major public services and utilities " None of this, however, had any 

effect on the provincial government's policies, nor on the living 

conditions of Alberta farmers. In the view of historian Alvin Finkel, 

the contradiction merely disoriented them: "Most Albertans could not 

help but be confused by the spectacle of an organization whose 

conventions called for society to be turned upside down but whose 

elected provincial representatives called for restraint in government 

spendi.ng and the creation of a suitable climate for private 

investment.,,22 

The result was the rise of a radical alternative, the Social Credit 

rnovement, based on ideas of nlonetary reform the UFA had seriously 

considered but finally rejected Still characterized by a heavy 

dependence on wheat production, in the depression the Alberta economy 

was literally traumatized by the collapse in its world priee. Net 

incorne per acre from wheat production dec1ined from a 1927 h., ~h of 

$14 79 to $1 12 in 1935 (in 1932 it actually reached a net loss of 

$3.30), while total expenses declined only from $11.38 to $7.18. 

Alberta farmers had incurred huge debts in the 1920s in order to finance 

the large capital outlays needed to expand their production and were now 

obliged to continue payment at a fixed charge in spite of their reduced 

incorne. Total indebtedness for Alberta' s 89,550 farms in 1936 was 

22Alvin Finkel, "Obscure Origins' The Confused Early History of 
the Alberta CCF," in J. William Brennan, ed , "Building the Co-operative 
Commonweal th" ! Essavs on the Democratie Socialist Tradition in Canada, 
(Regina, 1984), pp 102-103, 101. 
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estimated at $395,000,000, whi1e agricultural cash income was onlv 

$95,401,000 and the total value of farm capital only $688,93q,OOO.~3 

As in the case of group government, the real doctrine of social 

credit is relatively unimportant when considering the Soc ia 1 Crt>d 1 t 

movement and government in Alberta 

elaborated in England by Maj or C. H 

The theory of social crpdlt as 

Douglas he Id r-~1at conll>mporarv 

civilization was characterized by a constant increa:;e in tlll' flow of 

goods, through machine power, while people were still ln wdnt dut> 10 tht> 

failure of the financial system ta distribute suific lent pUrChH'i ing 

power to consumers. The solution proposed was for the S ta te to t ake 

control of banking and issue debt- free credit, and ta fix pr iee!> !w low 

cost in arder ta establish an equi] ibrium between national production 

and consumption. 24 For aIL the flaws in this economic theory, Wi Il i dm 

Aberhart 1 s Albertan version of Social Credit was even less 

sophisticated. As outlined in the Social Credit Manual publlSh~d JUSl 

before the 1935 election, it "recognizes individual enterprise and 

indi vidual ownership, but it prevents wildcat expIai ta t i on of thp 

consumer through the medium of enormously exorbitdnt spreads in priep 

for the purpose of obtaining exorbitant profits" The solut Ions 

proposed were the famous $25 00 basic dividend for each citizen in order 

ta enable him to procure the necessities of life, the establi~hmpnt of d 

just priee mechanism, and "the provision for the continuous tlow of 

credi t. ,,25 

23Hugh J. Whalen, "The Distinctive Legislation of the Government of 
Alberta (1935-1950)," (M.A. thesis, University of Alberta, 1951), pp 
31- 34; number of farms, cash incarne and capi tal value from Alberta, 
Department of Agricul ture, A Historica1 Series of Agr icul turll ~ 

Statistics for A1bert,ë., (Edmonton, [1967?]), pp 13t~, 120, 111 Whalen 
notes that the total debt of urban citizens wa!> estimated to be 
proportionately as high as the farm debt. Cash incarne from the "ale of 
grains other than wheat and of cattle in the prairie provincp', ,d~o 

declined sharply: from $49 mill ion in 1927 for coarse grai n!> dnd f LiX 
to $11 million in 1935, and from $36 million ta $27 million for cattle 
and calves Gnly incarne from dairy products remained relatively c,table, 
G,E. Britnel1 and V.C. Fowke, Canadian Agriculture in War and Peace, 
1935-50, (Stanford, 1962), Table 38, p 390 

24H J Whalen, "The Distinctive Legislation of the Government of 
Alberta (1935-1950) ," pp 52-54. 

25As cited in ~, pp. 47-49 . 
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Social Credit swept to power in 1935, winning 56 out of 63 seats, 

while the UFA was completely wiped out and subsequently abandoned 

politieal action. However, the new government was unable to implement 

i ts platform' its legislation attempting to regulate the press and 

taxation, to license credit institutions and to establish a system of 

provincial exchange was variously declared ultra vires by the courts, 

disallowed by the federal government, or reserved by the 

lieutenant-governor. Other than a Social Credit Board, reduced to an 

advisory function, the most noteworthy legislation and policy which 

remained eoncerned debt. 

A Debt Adjustment Board had been established by the UFA government 

in 1923, and its po .. -,rs extended somewhat in the earlv 1930s, to stay 

proceedings by credi t:>rs againsL debtor farmers and homaowners. The 

Board' s powers were increased considerably by the new Social Credit 

government, and a series of laws passed between 1936 and 1941 hindered 

or prohibited proceedings against de)tors and limited foreclosure 

actions In another act, passed in 1936, interest payments on debts 

contracted before Ju1y l, 1932 were elimir.ated, and reduced to five per 

cent for those contracted afterwards; the ac t was quickly dec lared 

unconstitutional by the courts. 

was finally ruled ui tra vires 

The entire set of debt adjustment acts 

by the Privy Council in 1943, but by 

"always keeping just one step ahead of the courts, Il the government was 

able to provide extensive relief from creditors to farmers, homeowners 

and businessmen. 26 

Social Credit also solved the problem of the province's public debt 

(sorne $147,512,457.49 in 1935, with 50 per cent of revenues spent on 

debt charges). it arbitrari1y reduced the rates of interest payable to 

its bondho1ders. The $3,600,000 the government saved allowed it to pay 

for relief programs without borrowing from either the federal government 

or through the bond market. Negotiations begun in 1941 and concluded in 

1945 reso1ved any tensions between the Alberta government and 

bonùholders by providing for refunding at a lower interest rate and an 

26~, pp. 122-34; J.R. Mallory, Social Credit and the Federal 
Power in Canada, (Toronto, 1976 ed.), Chapter Six. 



adjustmetlt compensation. The compensation, however, was estimated still 

to have been only a third of the money the government had saved since 

1936 through interest reduction 27 

By 1943, when the courts destroyed the last elements of the 

debt-adjustment legislatiol1, the problem of farm debt had lost much of 

its urgency due to war-time regulation of agricultural production and 

marketing, price supports, 

operators who sold out. 28 
and booming employment pro~pects for 

The legislation had, however, finnly 

entrenched the Social Credit party in rural Alberta and had 1eft lt wlth 

a radical cachet In spite of the fact that after Aberhart's death ln 

1943 and the accession to the leadership of Ernest Manning, the pdrty 

became devoted to the battle against socialism and for the preservation 

of free enterprise, during the depression it had made an effective 

attack on the established system of law and finance on behalf of 

Alberta' s beleaguered debtor population. C B Macpherson has po intpd out 

that the social credit doctrine holds "that the destruction of [finonce] 

power by credit reform would remove oppression and mi sery wl thout 

altering the labour-capital relationship; competition and prlvale 

property would remain." He saw this doctrine as having il special 

attraction for Alberta, which he defined as a community in which the 

petit-bourgeois class, including farmers, predominated: "those whose 

living cornes neither from employing labour nor from selliTlg the disposal 

of their labour." For Macpherson, the success of Soc ial (,redi t in 

Alberta was a continuation of the petit-bourgeof~ polltics of lhe UFA, 

defined as business government and delegate accountability 29 

However, even if their economic positions were broadly similar, 

independent commodity producers and the urban petit-bourgeoisie in 

Alberta did not necessarily see themselves as being allied, politically 

or economically. Farmers felt exploited by the businessmen and 

professionals in the towns who controlled their supply of credit As 

27H.J . Whalen, "The Distinctive Legislation of the Government of 
Alberta (1935-1950)," pp. 135, 213. 

28 Ian MacPherson and J.H. Thompson, "An ûrderly Reconstruction: 
Prairie Agriculture in World War Two," Canadian Papers in Rural History, 
vol. 4 (1984), pp. 20, 27-28. 

29C. B. Macpherson, Democracy in Alberta, pp 235, 22~, 232 
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rural sociologist Jean Burnet explains: "The merchants could give or 

withhold credit for food and c10thing and other essentials of daily 

living and for capi tal gùods required for farming. while the banks and 

loan agents could gi ve or wi thhold money." 30 

The UFA. for aIl its conservatism in government. represented a 

E,pnuine agrarian class consciousness and one which was not exclusively 

concerned. as Macpherson would have it, with "a tension between the 

independent producers within, and the pressures of the other classes 

outside, the provincial economy.,,3l The emergence of the UFA as a 

[armer's politica1 party (which only once presented a candidate in an 

urban riding provltlcial1y) did express a conflict between town and 

country, between the farmers and the urban petit-bourgeoisie which acted 

as the agent of "the other classes outside". 

farmer told Burnet· 

In 1946, a Hanna-area 

l am a U F A. life member, mind you, but the U.F.A. is partly 
responsible for the cleavage [between farmers and townsmen]. 
Before they came along you were either a Crit or a Tory, and when a 
town person came along he was ei ther a Crit or a Tory, and if you 
were a Crit and he was a Crit, you had something in conunon with 
him. But the U F. A. stressed that the farmers and the tOlm people 
had nothing in common. and they are in large part responsible for 
the split 

Both the UFA goverrunent and the organization also encouraged producer 

and consumer cooperatives that reduced the economic dependence of the 

farmers on town-dwell ing merchants. 32 According to Burnet, tensions 

were reduced during the depression. "not only by the changed attitude of 

the townspeople, but also by a loss of confidence [by the farmers] in 

themselves which arose from drought and depression " 

The most spectacular manifestation of the change in out look was the 
support of the Social Credi t movement by both farmers and 
townspeople in 1935. This represented a breaking-away of the 
farmers from the political party that they had he1ped to form, to 
join a party that cut across the town-country line. In the Hanna 
area the leaders of the Social Credit group included doctors, an 
implement dealer, two evangelicdl preachers, and other townsmen, as 
we 11 as a few farmers The candidates in the provincial and 

30Jean Burnet, Next-Year Country: A Study of Rural Social Or-
ganization in Alberta, (Toronto, 1951), pp 78, 83. 

31 C . B. Macpherson, Democracy in Alberta, p. 235. 
32Jean Burnet, Next-Year Country, p. 83. 
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federal elections for the constituencies in which Hanna lies were Il 

professional man and a farmer. 33 

Social Credit subsumed the conflict between farmers and the 

petit-bourgeoisie in the towns, first into a common struggl .. against 

finance capital, later into a common struggle for the preservation of 

individual enterprise. The underrepresentation of farmers among th€' 

Social Credit government's legislators and its cabinet, compared both to 

the population as a who1e and to the UFA government (Tables 1 through 

4) , demonstrates the degree to which this took place to the 

petit-bourgeoisie's advantage and under its leadership. 

33Ibid ., pp. 85-86, 88. The first time the UFA presented a 
candidate provincial1y, in the Cochrane by-election of 1919. he was 
successful but lost both towns in the riding to the Liberal and won the 
village by only two votes; W.K. Rolph, Henry Wise Wood of Alberta, p. 86. 
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TABLE l 

MAJOR OCCUPATIONS (%) , ALBERTA CENSUS POPULATION*,1911 - 1961 

1911 1921 1931 1941 1951 1961 

Occupation 

Profess i onal 3.1 4.5 5.1 5.6 6.8 9.6 

Proprietary 
& Managerial 4 8 5.9 4.8 5.0 7.2 8.0 

Agricul ture 49.9 52.8 50.9 49.0 32.5 21.3 

Others 42.2 36.8 39.2 40.4 53.5 61.1 

*Labour force 15 years of age and over. 

TABLE II 

MAJOR OCCUPATIONS (%) OF LEGISLATORS AND MINISTERS COMPARED: 
LIBERAL, UFA AND SOCIAL CREDIT GOVERNMENTS, 1905 - 1971 

Lib 1905-21 UFA 1921-35 
Leg. Min. Leg. Min. 

s C 
Leg. 

1935-71 
Min. 

Occupation 

Professional 28.1 

Proprietary 
& Manageria1 38.3 

Agriculture 30.8 

Others 2.8 

n-107 n-18 

66.7 

22.2 

1l.1 

n-96 

26.0 

2l.9 

50.0 

2.1 

n-14 

21. 5 

7.1 

71.4 

36.2 

35.3 

2t .. ·.0 

4 5 

n-221 n-43 

60.4 

18.6 

16.3 

4.7 

Source: H.1. Ma11iah, "A Socio-Historica1 Study of the Legislators of 
Alberta, 1905-1967," (Ph.D. thesis, University of Alberta, 1970), Tab!.es 
VII-IO,-11,-12, pp. 177-178. 



l TABLE III 

COMPAKATIVE VIEW OF OCCUPATIONS OF LEGISLATORS, 1905 - 1971 

Liberal UFA Social Credit 
Occupation No. % No. % No. % 

Teaching 1 

Law 19 

Medicine 8 

Civil Serv. 0 

Clergy 1 

Engineering 2 

Business 
& Management 40 

Farming 33 

Labour 2 

Housewives l 

Sub-total 107 

Not Known 

Total 

2 

109 

0.9 

17.8 

7.5 

0.0 

0.9 

1.9 

37.4 

30.8 

1.9 

0.9 

100 0 

2 

98 

6 6.3 

12 12.5 

2 2.1 

2 2.1 

o 0.0 

3 3.1 

21 21. 9 

48 50.0 

1 1.0 

1 1.0 

96 100.0 

4 

225 

38 

20 

13 

6 

4 

3 

78 

53 

2 

4 

22l 

17.2 

9.0 

5.9 

2.7 

1.8 

1.4 

35.3 

24.0 

0.9 

1.8 

100.0 

18 

Source: H.L. Mal li ah , "A Socio-Historical Study of the Legislators of 
Alberta, 1905-1967," (Ph.D. thesis, University of Alberta, 1970), Table 
III-4, p. 5l. 

TABLE IV 

COMPARATIVE VIEW OF OCCUPATIONS OF CABINET MINISTERS, 1905 - 1971 

Occupation 

Teaching 

Law 

Medicine 

Civil Serv. 

Engineering 

Accountancy 

Journa1ism 

Business 
& Management 

Farming 

"Employees" 

Total 

Liberal 
No. % 

1 5.5 

8 44.5 

l 5.5 

o 0.0 

1 5.5 

o 0.0 

l 5.5 

4 22.3 

2 11.2 

18 100.0 

UFA 
No. 

o 
2 

o 
1 

o 
o 
o 

1 

10 

% 

0.0 

14.3 

0.0 

7.1 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

7.1 

71.5 

14 100.0 

Social Credit 
No. % 

16 

3 

4 

o 
2 

1 

o 

7 

7 

3 

43 

37.2 

7.0 

9.3 

0.0 

4.6 

2.3 

0.0 

16.3 

16.3 

7.0 

100.0 

Source: H.L. Ma11iah, "A Socio-Historical Study of the Legis1ators of 
Alberta, 1905-1967," (Ph.D. thesis, University of Alberta, 1970), Tables 
IV-3, IV-9, IV-15, pp. 78, 92, 107. 



1 
19 

The alliance between the urban petit-bourgeoisie and farmers points 

out an essential difference between Social Credit and the Cooperative 

Commonwealth Federation, which took power in Saskatchewan in 1944. In 

the 1920s the leadership of the Saskatchewan Grain Growers' Association 

had successfully resisted the movement for political action on the 

provincial level, being closely allied to the governing LiberaIs. In 

1926, however, the SGGA merged wi th the more radical Farmers' Union to 

form the United Farmers of Canada (Saskatchewan Section), in order to 

build the Wheat Pool. The new organization came to be dominated by its 

left-wing through the struggle for a compulsory pool at the end of the 

decade, the near-collapse of the Wheat Pools and the broader impact of 

falling prices on farmers after 1930 allowed the adoption of a clearly 

socialist phi1osophy by the UFC(SS). 

In 1931 the UFC allied with urban trade unionists in the 

lndependent Labour Party to create a separate farmer-labour party, 

which, after the formation of a similar alliance across Canada in 1933, 

became the GGF. lts program called for a new social order based on 

production for use and not for profit. Though the party won majority 

governments in every e1ection between 1944 and 1964 and steadily 

moderated its p1atfonn, the CCF always had its lowest support in small 

urban centres. Attempts to win the support of businessmen and 

professiona1s were unsuccessful and the more radical among them actually 

supported Social Credit when it presented candidates in Saskatchewan, 

especia11y in 1934 and 1938. 34 

* 
The stabi1ity of Alberta politics in the post-war period, which saw 

Social Credit majority governments reelected half a dozen times between 

1948 and 1971, usua1ly with over half of the popular vote, was matched 

by the "peaceable activity" of the farm movement. There were periods of 

good cash returns in the early 1950s and much of the 1960s and new 

government programs offering credit and stabilizatlon payments at times 

of poor crops or depressed prices, which reduced dis content . As well, 

34S .M. Lipset, Agrarian Socialism, pp. 81, 84-88, 99-117, 197-200, 
470-71. 
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after a generation of political and economic activism, there were now 

rapid structural changes in agriculture which exerted pressure on 

individual farmers and distracted them from the organized farrn 

movement. 35 

The essence of the change in prairie agriculture after World Wllr 

II, often obscured by the rapid growth in the scale of production units 

and their capitalization, was the raIe of labour ln the lQ30s therp 

had been a "superabundance" of labour on Canadian farrns, which "was not, 

however, a tribute to any abundance of economic prospect on Canlld ian 

farms but rather a depressing proof of the absence of emp loyment 

opportunities in urban centers. [ ... ] Workers and potential workers who 

with the slightest encouragement would have moved year by year into 

non- agrieul tural employrnent were irnmobil ized on the farm ,,36 Once the 

war began, industry and the armed forces permitted a rush of surplus 

labour off the farms; a major post-war boom meant that labour never hac! 

to return. 

Urban wage labour became an increasingly attractive alternative for 

the rural population: there were nu new settlement areas for [armers' 

sons, there remained a sharp differenee between urban and rural 

standards of living, and urban wage rates enjoyed a steady, stable 

increase in contrast ta fluetuating farm income. For ins tance, us ing 

1939 as a base, the total amount of wages and salaries paid in 

manufacturing in Alberta went up every year for two decades, except for 

a dip of 6.7 per cent in 1944, and had increased 1026.7 per cent hy 

1960. By contrast, over the same period the net farm income in Alberta 

available for living expenses and investment increased only 325.9 per 

cent and there were deereases ranging from 10.8 to 192.2 per cent in 

eight of those years. 37 

35Grace Skogs tad, "Farmers and Farm Unions in the Soc ie ty and 
Polities of Alberta," in Carlos Caldarola, ed., Society and Pollties ln 
Alberta, pp. 227, 230. 

36G. E . Britnell and V.C. Fowke, Canadian Agriculture in War and 
Peace 1935-1950, p 171. 

:3} Comparison drawn from Series M109 - 118 ("Realized farm ne t incarne, 
Canada and by province, 192(; to 1974") and E30-40 ("Annual wages and 
salaries in manufaeturing, by province, 1926 ta 1975") in F H. Leaey, 
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On the farms the result was an absolute reduction in the available 

labour force. The number of operators declined as thousands of farmers 

sold out, but the number of agricultural employees and especially of 

unpaid famUy workers decreased even more rapidly Across Canada, the 

number of unpaid family workers on farms went from 420,000 in 1946 ta 

250,000 ten years later. 

1935-39 period as a base, 

The cos t of farm labour soared using the 

there was a 444.2 per cent increase in farm 

wage rates in Western Canada between 1940 and 1960, eompared ta only a 

114 per cent increase in farm family living eosts and a 126.3 per cent 

inerease in the cost of equipment and materials. 38 

The only way ta replace the lost labour force was through the 

extraordinary inereases in maehinery and equipment which took place on 

prairie farms after the war. While the number of farms dec1ined, the 

number of trucks, traetors, combines and e1ectric motors farmers in 

Alberta owned all more than doubled between 1941 and 1951. Moreover, 

farmers were direeted into inereased productivity by the federa1 

government, whieh provided loans to assist capital expansion as well as 

intervening ta keep farm market priees stable, bath in arder ta increase 

ed., Historieal Statisties of Canada, (Ottawa, 1983). The same point is 
made in David A Wolfe, "The Rise and Demise of the Keynesian Era in 
Canada Economie Po1icy, 1930-1982," in Michael S. Cross and Gregory S. 
Kealey, eds, Modern Canada, 1930-1980's, (Toronto, 1984), Table 3, 
"Structural Change& in Incarne, 1930-1982," pp. 66-67: he dernonstrates 
that between 1940 and 1960 1abour's share of the national incorne 
increascd from 63 3 ta 69 8 per cent and ranged between 61.7 and 69.8 
per cent over the period, farm incarne declined from 9.5 to 3.6 per cent 
and ranged between 3 6 and 11 5 per cent. 

38 C E Bri tnell and V. C Fowke, fênadian Agriculture in War and 
Pesee, 1935-1950, pp 408-409; Alberta, Department of Agriculture, t:: 
Historiea1 Series of Agrieu1tura1 Statisties for Alberta, "Western 
Canada Priee Index Nurnbers of Cornrnodi ties and Services Used by Farmers, " 
pp. 126-27 The use of figures on the nwnber of unpaid family workers 
for aIL of Canada is Obvlously prob1ematic, given the sharp differences 
between agricu1 ture on the prairie and elsewhere, but the statisticdl 
series cited by Britnell and Fowke (entit1ed "Labour Force Bulletin" 
until 1949 and "The Labour Force; A Quarterly Survey" thereafter, 
Statistics Canada Catalogue No 71-001) on1y gave information for al1 of 
Canada The regional totals in the Census of Agriculture cannat make up 
for thic;, sinee the Census reported the number of family and hired farm 
workers in 1946. reported nothing in 1951, and changed to reporting the 
number of months of hired labour in 1956. 
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export.:l and to maintain low domestic food prices. 39 However, a report 

on agriculture commissioned by the 1957 Royal Commission on Canada's 

Economie Prospects made a revealing observation when it complained that 

in this increase "the emphasis has been on output per man on the prairie 

belt of Western Canada, and not on output per acre ,,40 Farmars pursued 

a rational _ trategy of maximizing the productivity of their own Illhoul" 

to eompensate for the loss of hired help and unpaid family workprs 

The changes in technology had a profound effect on the fann 

eommunity, accentuated by government policy Increasingly pxpensive 

machinery and equipment made increasingly larger farms more economical 

in any case, but in the immediate post-war the federai government Il ftl'c! 

controls on the prices of goods farmers had to buy whi le implement lng 

long- term priee - fixing formulas for export commodi ties such as wheat 

As David Monod has demonstrated the effect of this pol icy wa~ to 

accentua te the differences between large- and small-scale producers. a 

fixed re turn gave large, mechanized farmers the income secur 1 ty they 

needed for a pro gram of further investment, but it locked 

undercapitalized farmers into a position of inferiority. 

In the late 1930s the left wing of the farm movement, the UFC(SS) 

and the Alberta Farmers Union (formed in 1938 by di ss ident, more 

militant members of the UFA) , had formu1ated a response ta this kind of 

problem in their demand for "parity," a priee level the government would 

set for farm commodities which corresponded ta the cost of production 

"Prices would then be adjusted according to the relative scalp 50 that 

changes in the cost of one commodity would immediately bp 

counterbalaneed by an upward or downward revis ion in the priee of the 

others. ,,41 

39Alberta, Department of Agriculture, A Historical Series of 
Agricultural Statistics for Alberta, "Number of Specified Machines on 
Farms

4 
Alberta," pp. 136-37; Don Mitchell, The Politics of Food, pp 20-21. 

0w M. Drummond and W Mackenzie, Progress and Prospects ~t 
Canadian Agriculture, (Ottawa, 1957), p. 83, cHed in C.E. Britnell and 
V.C. Fowke, Canadian Agriculture in War and Peace, 1935-1950, p. 412 

4lDavid Monod, "The End of Agrarianism' The Fight for Farm Pari ty 
in Alberta and Saskatchewan, 1935-48," Labour/Le travail, no 16 (1985), 
pp. 129-31, 124, l2l. 
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With the end of war-time regulation it became clear the federal 

government' s new agricultural policy would not even begin to implement 

parity. In protest, the AFU and the UFC(SS) held a thirty-day delivery 

strike in September 1946, in which at least 60,000 farmers participated 

and whieh "at its height interrupted deliveries of produce to almost 

every local point outside the Palliser's Triangle area." Although the 

federal government responded by establishing a Prices Support Board to 

investigate parity, it took no further action and the strike must be 

judged a fal.lure. Two years later the UFC(SS) collapsed and the AFU 

merged with the moderate UFA to form the Farmers Union of Alberta. Nor 

did the small. farmer survive: with growing mechanization, the average 

farm size in Alberta grew from 491 acres in 1946 to 645 in 1961 and 790 

in 1971 42 

Agrieultural economist Don Mitchell maintains there was an 

ideological change among farmers after World War II -- that the majority 

gave up on the historie battle for higher commodity priees. They came 

to believe that improved efficiency through new teehnology could 

inerease the volume of production and revenues sufficiently to offset 

the cost-priee squeeze, the difference between the rate of increase in 

production costs and in the gross return on cOIlllUodity sales. But the 

delivery strike had shown the limits of collective action and the 

alternatives were to tolerate low incomes and living standards and keep 

debts low, relying on self-sufficiency in food and off-farm employment, 

or simply to sell out. 43 In the world of post-war prairie agriculture, 

the questions of technology, productivity and labour time had come to 

rival the old issues of priees, tariffs and debt. 

42~, pp. 140-43; statistics from Alberta, Department of 
Agriculture, A Historical Series of Agricultural Statistics for Alberta, 
p. 134; and from Alberta Land Use Forum, Technical Report No. 11, 
Structure of Alberta Farms, (Edmonton, 1974), Table 1. 

43Don Mitchell, The Politics of Food, pp. 18-19. 
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The production and distribution of electric power i5 almost 

inevitably a monopoly and it remained a private monopoly ln most 

provinces of Canada for the first half of this century Monopoly has 

traditionally aroused the enmity of farmers when they come into contact 

with it, since, by contrast, they have to suffer the disadvantagps of 

selling in a competitive market As well, the notion of a privlltl' 

monopoly over the exploitation of natural resources origina lly in the 

public domain runs contrary to the collectivist element in the ldeology 

of the prairie farm movement. 

Electric utilities, moreover, were able to determine not only 

indus trial development, but also access to household equipment and 

appliances and to machinery, usually labour-saving devices, which could 

considerably alter a family's standard of living But electric service 

generally requires high levels of conswnption and the lower-volume 

domestic service in particular demands high levels of market saturation 

in order to return the relatively high fixed costs for infr.3struC'ture 

and provide a profit. Since farm homes were able to assure neither high 

volume nor large - scale consumption and the distances be tween the," 

incre.:lsed costs far beyond those for service in urban areas, private 

utili ties rarely served them. Across North America the rate of rural 

electrification was a fraction of that in the cities until weIL into the 

19505. 

Several things helped to impress on North American farmers the 

benefits which could come from electricity' rural power lines built by 

the provincially-owned Hydro-Electric Power Commission of Ontario 

beginning in 1911; large-scale rural eleetrifieation projects in 

continental Europe irnrnediately before and after World War 1; the use of 

gasoline- and wind-powered electric plants in rural areas; and the 

domestic service available i~ the larger towns and eities by the turn of 

the century. But farmers' ability ta obtain eleetric r;ervice was 
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largely determined by the utilities. A few bought electric plants and 

an even smaller number were able ta make individual arrangements with 

power companies, while another minority set up local cooperatives. 

There were rural electric cooperatives on the American plains at least 

as early as 1914 and 50 were in existence across the United States in 

1935, but they were plagued by high costs, inadequate financing, and 

technical problems. In Saskatchewan in 1920, seven farmers west of 

Moose J aw formed the Greendale Light and Power Company on a non-profit 

basis, to buy power wholesale for their own use from the City of Moose 

Jaw However, their example does not seem to have been widely followed: 

this was perhaps due ta the large initial capital investment of $20,000, 

ta which was added, in 1930, the refusaI by the private company which 

had bought Moose Jaw's power plant to extend the service, which it found 

unprofitab1e 1 For the majority of farmers, rural e1ectrification could 

on1y be achieved by political means. 

In Ontario the Hydro-Electric Power Commission began providing 

power to rural districts in 1911 on application by residents through 

their township councils. Within a year, distribution was initiated for 

farms and villages in ten townships, but World War l interrupted further 

construction. In most places, rural service did not have enough 

customers per mile to meet the system' s minimum cùnsumption levels and 

it was available to less th an one per cent of Ontario' s farms in 1919, 

when the HEPC instituted a policy of providing service only to districts 

where at least 25 per cent of potential customers agreed to take it. 

With the end of the ~ar hydro-e1ectric development again became a major 

po1itical issue, as small-town manufacturers began a campaign for 

uniform power rates across the province, hoping to overcome the cost 

advantage enj oyed by the largest centres in southwestern Ontario, and 

the United Farmers of Ontario movement decided to support them. 2 

ID. Clay ton Brown, Electrici tx for Rural America; The Fight for 
the REA, (Westport, Conn, 1980), pp. l3-l5; Lois Carol Volk, "The 
Social Effects of Rural Electrification in Saskatchewan," (M.A. thesis, 
University of Regina, 1980), p. 24. 

2Keith Robson Fleming, "The Uniform Rate and Rural Electrification 
Issues in Ontario Politics, 1919-1923," (M.A. thesis, University of 
Western Ontario, 1979), pp. 21-26, 75, 80. 
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The provinc ial goverrunent, which had passed to the UFO 1.n 1919 

(though relations between the goverrunent and its original supporters 

were at least as prob1ematic as for the UFA in Alberta) responded with ft 

committee of inquiry. The committee recommended against a provincial 

flat rate, but suggested fIat rates within rural municipnlitips and 

muncipal power zones. It a1so recommended a $2.00 pE'r horsf'power l'f'ntcll 

on hydro-electricity, which would pay for assistancf' of up to 80 pp!" 

cent of construction and maintenance costs "to enCOUl'clgt' agricultul'éll 

districts, where the priee of power is now unduly high, in utillzing 

electric light and power in the home and upon the farm. Il 3 

The goverrunent believed rural electrifieation was essentiell in 

order ta keep population on the land -- a goal which was practically its 

raison d'être -- but was afraid of alienating urban residents who would 

have subsidized it directly through the special power rentaI Instead, 

in 1921, the UFO government created a Hydro-Electric Powt'r Extension 

Fund with the province' s waterpower rentaIs, ta provide 50 per cent of 

the annual costs of construction and maintenance of rural power zone 

transmission lines. This measure was greeted with considerdble 

scepticism; the UFO newspaper The Farmers' Sun, for instance, callt'd it 

"very unsatisfactory and piece meal." But a subsE'quE'nt con~lruction 

program, based on newly-defined Rural Power Districts "using ab [thpir] 

basic criterion the distance power could be supplied fellsibly in Liny 

vicinity from transmission lines and stations, Il rather than townshi p 

boundaries, was able ta provide service to 13,563 new rural customers by 

1923. Though the UFO goverrunent went down to defellt that ~ame year, 

rural electrification was not an issue in the election 4 

Further measures were added in 1930 when a $2,000,000 [und was 

estab1ished to provide $1,000 10ans at six per cent interest to 

individual farmers for service lines, installation in homes and farm 

buildings, as well as the purchase of a number of home appliances and 

farm implements. Maximum rates were also established and temporary 

30ntario, Report of a Committee of the Legislative Assembly of 
Ontario on a More Equitable System of Distribution of Hydro-Electric 
Power and a More Uniform Priee, 1920, p. 3, cited in Ibid., pp. 89-91. 

4 Ibid ., pp. 104-105, 117, 120, 109-110, 124. 
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~ubsidies provided to rural power districts in newly-settled are as where 

the rates would otherwise be exceeded. Finally, in 1943 the various 

rural power districts were ama1gamated for purposes of administration 

and operating costs, and in 1944 a uniform rate for rural service across 

Ontario was established in preparation for a major program of post-war 

rural electrfication. By 1945, 55 per cent of Ontario farms already 

received electric service 5 

In the United States during the 1920s, the private power companies' 

National Electric Light Association created a Committee on the Relation 

of Electricity to Agriculture which demonstrated and publicized the 

possibility of applying electricity to a range of farm activities, "from 

pumping water ta heating seedbeds for crops, from milking cows to 

watering poultry " Experimental service are as also allowed selected 

farmers ta test electricity in the home' "Use of appliances reduced the 

drudgery and time spent at backbreaking chores, and with greater 

consumption or energy the cost per kilowatt-hour was also reduced." In 

no area outside of the Pacific coast, however, did the private utilities 

arrive at a rate structure for farms which they considered profitable 

and, when added to the high costs of wiring and appliances, still 

permitted wide-scale rural electrification. 6 

The absence of rural electric service was thus added ta the list of 

grievances against the private utilities by American progressives, who 

advocated public power (often citing Ontario as a positive example). 

Rural E'lectrification in particular became a significant, if not a pre­

eminent, item on the progressive agenda for social and economic reform. 

In the presidentia1 election of 1932, Franklin Roosevelt endorsed public 

power and, once e1ected, rural electrification became part of his New 

Deal, an integral part of Hs program for agricultural rehabilitation. 

In 1935 the Rooseve l t administration created the Rural 

El e c tri fication Administration, which first sought the private 

lIti lities' cooperation, offering large capital funds in return for area 

SAlbert Riou.x, L'Electrification rurale du Québec, (Sherbrooke, 
1942) , p. 57; M.J. Mc Henry , "Rural Electrification, Il The Canadian 
Banker, vol 52 (1945) , pp. 84- 87. 

60 Clay ton Brown, Electrici t:z: for Rural America, pp. 5-7. 
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coverage and rate reductions. When they refused, it launehed an 

ambitious program of support to cooperatives through billions of dollars 

in low-interest loans, as well as legal, finaneial and technical 

support. The cooperatives, which usually counted sevprl.ll thOl\bHnd 

members each, were preferred eus tomers of federal powe r proJ el' ts, slIch 

as the Tennessee Valley Authority, and groups of rural l'lectrie 

cooperatives together were able to undertake their own pOWf'r gl'lH'rdtion 

and transmission, supported by federal loan guaranteps TI1Pbe compe t 1 ng 

sources of energy also resulted in lowered wholesale eosts for the 

cooperatives supplied by private utilities. The Rural Elee tr i fieat Ion 

Administration was both successful - - sorne 268,000 farm households in 

417 cooperatives were connected in the years between 1915 and 1939 alo1\p 

and electrification was close to 100 pel' cent by 1953 -- and it received 

the enthusiastic support of the organized farm movemenr Ln America. 

This made the Rural Electrification Administration one of the best-known 

and rnost popular rural benefits of the New Deal. 7 

The first discussion of electric power by the Tlni ted Farmers of 

Alberta seems to have been at the convention of 1919, when the DeWinton 

local moved: "Whereas, a supply of cheap elec trical power w0uld be of 

great benefit to aIl "lasses in Alberta, Resolved, that the Provincial 

Government be request~d to adopt a policy of developing public1y owned 

hydro-electric power. Il The convention minutes note the resolution wa5, 

"To be discussed with Government. ,,8 

This poliey followed not only from the public ownership planks in 

the Farmers' Platform, but also from the provincial governrnent' s past 

actions. In 1908 the Liberal government had taken over the Bell 

7Ibid., pp. 121-29, 75; N.E. Shecter, "Low purchased energy co~tc; 
to the rural electric cooperatives," Land Economics, vol 42 (1966), pp. 
304-14. Ironically, since the Second World War, the American rural 
electric co-operatives' arnbitious power generation projects have led to 
increasing cooperation with the private utilities, for an interesting 
but pessimistic analysis of the results, see Jack Doyle with Vic 
Reinemer, eds., llT''=s Across the Land; Rural Elec tr ic Cooperat ives. 
The Changing Polit';.cs of Energy in Rural Amencéi, (Washington, D C , 1979) 

8Gl enbow-Albrrta Institute (hereafter GAI), United Farmers ot 
Alberta Records, M-397, UFA Annual Report and Year Book, 1918 (including 
Minutes of the Eleventh Annual Convention, 1919), p 70. 
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Telephone Company in Alberta, which served urban centres but refused to 

supply rural service The Minister of Public Works, William H 'ushing, 

had explained the takeover in the following terms' 

The Alberta government believes that if it has any function at aIl 
i t is to protect the people from such monopolies. [ .. J It desires 
ta create the me ms by which the farmers will secure the business 
advantages that will result from a system of municipal telephones 
throughout the province of Alberta. 9 

A recent analysis describes the campaign for a publicly-owned telephone 

system in Alherta and Man~toba more cyn~cally' ~In an aspiring, debt-

ridden, grievance-prone hinterland of a metropolitan economy, 

politicians found something that the y ~ do, at an absentee's 

expense, which they claimed would also address other deep-seated 

complaints ~ Bell Telephone sold its sy5tem on the prairie ta the three 

provincial governments and used the proceeds to further develop service 

in Quebec and Ontario According to Christopher Armstrong and H V 

Nelles, ~it was a priva te choice [by Bell], the product of a rational 

decision abut the allocation of scarce resources. Bell had better uses 

for lts money th an competing with governments that were unlikely to be 

deterred by losses, especially when their objPctjves more or less 

demanded losses.~ The resul ting Alberta Government Telephones, did 

marry profitA.ble urban service (outside of Edmonton) to a cost1y and 

far-flun~ network of unprofitable rural extensions. After its election, 

the UFA government cancelled the LiberaIs' plans for the construction of 

over 3,000 miles of new rural te1ephone extensions and announced in 1923 

that since the existing rural lines had a deficit of $670,000 that year 

they would no longer be built un1ess the~r revenue met their costs. lO 

According to the resolutions voted at its conventions, the UFA was 

elccted to government committed to public ownership and development of 

natural resources, including the coal and water power which provided 

9Canadian Annual Review, 1907, pp. 597-98, cited in Eric J. Hanson, 
~A Financial History of Alberta, 1905-l950,~ (Ph.D. thesis, Clark 
University, 1952), pp 120-21 

10Christopher Armstrong and H.V. Nelles, Monopoly's Moment; The 
Or gani za t ion and Regulation of Canadian Utili ties! 1830-1930, 
(Philddelphla, 1986), pp. 182-83, 185 Susan M. Kooyrnan, "The Policies 
and Legislation of the United Farmers of Alberta Government, 1921-1935,~ 

(M A thesis, University of Calgary, 1981), p 111. 
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Alberta's electricity. In 1920 it was reso1ved "that we, the U.F.A. in 

convention assemb1ed go on record as being unalterably opposed ta any 

further alienation from the Crown, of. . Na ttll"a 1 Resources excepting tn 

so far as is necessary to make grants of land for homes tf'ads .. , i t 

being the intention of this resolution to prevent the alienation of 

Natural Resources for the purpose of speculation or E'xploltation but 

that l'oe Government as far as possible control, dE'vE'lop, or opel"llte Bueh 

Resources in the interests of a1l the people Il The mattE'r WllS confusE'd 

by the fact that the federal government controlled aIL of AlbE'rta' s 

natural reSO'lrces before 1930 and so the 1922 convention l'esotvE'd lh,ll 

the UFA peti\:ion i ts new provincial government "to reopen negotillt ions 

with the Domln!.on Government, to surrender aIl the natural resources of 

this province ... to be controlled, developed and operated in the 

interests of the people by the Provincial Government ,,11 Yet when new 

hydro-electric development for Alberta was announced in 1923, the UFA 

government chose to intervene in favour of provincial control but 

cefused to commit itself to provincial ownership Cdlgary Powpr, ft 

private utility controlled by Izaak Walton Ki llam' s Montrpal Enp,inpf'riJ'o 

Company, had been built on the monopoly the federal government gave it 

over waterpower in the Rocky Mountains and thus over hydro-piectrtc 

power for all of southern Alberta 12 In the early 1920<; the City of 

Calgary became concerned about the adequacy of lts power supply and ln 

1923 Calgary Power, which supplied it, applied to the federai gave rrullen t 

1919 (including 
61; UFA Annua 1 

Fourteenth Annual 

llGAI, M- 397, UFA Annual Report and Year Book, 
Minutes of the Twelfth Annual Convention, 1920), P 
Report and Year Book, 1921 (inc1uding Minutes of the 
Convention, 1922), p. 95 

12Christopher Armstrong and H V Nelles, "Competition vs. 
Convenience: Federal Administration of Bow River Waterpowers, 1906-1]," 
in Henry C. K1assen, ed , The Canadian West: Social Change and Economie 
Development, (Calgary, 1977), pp 163-80, 214-219; Jack Sexton, 
Monenco i The First 75 Years, (Montreal, 1982), Chapters One and Three 
It i5 interesting to note that John Brownlee had articled with the 
Calgary law firm of Lougheed and Bennett, whose senior partner, future 
prime minister R.B Bennett, was at different times Calgary Power',> 
attorney, president, and one of its major shareho1ders However, there 
is no evidence ta suggest this affected his dealings with the company 
and it is likely such persona1 ties were secondary to his own polltical 
conservatism in deciding government policy. 
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for permission to develop the Spray Lakes in Banff National Park. When 

Calgary Labour member Fred White urged the provincial government to 

apply for the license instead, Attorney-General John Brownlee refused 

anything so definite, but the legislature passed a resolution asking the 

federal goverrunent not to grant the rights over the Spray Lakes without 

the province' s consent. The province then commissioned engineers from 

the Hydro-Electric Power Commission of Ontario to study the prospects 

for hydro-electric development in Alberta and to suggest "the most 

extensive and economical distribution of this power.,,13 

The report submitted in 1924 by the HEPC' s engineers concluded 

"that the power resources of the Province of Alberta should, in the 

main, be developed and operated as one single unit, whether this is do ne 

by private interests or through sorne agency of the Government itself" -­

a conclusion not to the government's liking, sinee it was considering 

taking over only the Spray Lakes project. Already involved in a number 

of other unprofitable enterprises, the province now made public 

development of Spray Lakes dependent on demand by the major 

municipal ities, though many of them already had their own power plants. 

Only the City of Calgary showed an interest in the project, but in April 

1925 Premier Greenfield applied for a license to develop Spray Lakes on 

behalf of the province, claiming chat "the power requirements of the 

Province, and particularly of the City of Calgary, make it essential 

that an immediate decison should be reached .. and, further, that certain 

development work should be undertaken without delay.,,14 

13Susan M Kooyman, "The Polieies and Legislation of the United 
Farmers of Alberta Government, 1921-1935," pp. 75-76; Provincial 
Archives of Alberta (hereafter PAA), Sessional Papers of the Alberta 
Legislature, Aec. 70 414, Item 697, "Report on the development and 
distribution of Hydro Electric power in the province of Alberta by the 
Hydro- E1ectrie Power Commission of Ontario," 1924, vol. l, p. 1. 

14pM , Ace 70.414, Item 697, "Report on the deve10pment and 
distribution of Hydro E1ectric power in the province of Alberta ...• " 
vol. l, pp. 21-22, PM, Ace. 70.414, Item 741, "Statement respecting 
the Goverlwent's poliey in regard to Spray Lakes," Sessional Paper No. 
59, 1925; Alberta, Legislative Assembly, Sessional Papers, 1926, vol. 
21, pt. 3, Sessional Paper No. 38, "Statemenc of Premier re: the Spray 
Lakes Projeet," pp. 46-48, and Sessiona1 Paper No. 39, "Copy of 
Correspondence re the Spray Lakes Project," pp. 48-53. 
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The UFA governrnent reserved, however, the right to dec ide whetlH'r 

to underta~'~ a public venture which would supply Alberta' s municipaliil''i 

with hydro-electricity or subsequently to grant the rights to Calgary 

Power. The federal Minister of the Interior, Charles Stewart 

(previously the Liberal premier of Alberta), refllsed to grant the 

province the license unless it was for a public utility, annoul1cing ln 

late 1925 that he would deal only with the actuai developer But 

Brownlee, now premier, still refused to commit his government, in e [[pct 

"[he] had changed the issue from one of private versus pL~llc 

development of water power ta one of dominion versus provincial rights 

over resources."15 

The UFA movement, meanwhile, seems to have been di vided by the 

question. At the 1927 convention, a resolution queE>tioned whether lhe 

project was even necessary, given the province's "vast deposits of 

readily available coal [and) tremendous resources of natural gac;," alld 

notwithstanding the "agitation" by the City of Calgary for development, 

"alleged to be based on the need to meet possible emergPl1cy 

requirements. " l t continued: "That if i t be found necessary to deve lop 

this project it be absolutely under the management or control of thf' 

Provincial Government and not be handed over to private interests" The 

motion was first defeated when speakers suggested it opposed aIl 

hydro-electric development. It was reconsidered on a point of arder and 

passed with only one dissenting vote after E.J. Garland, UFA Member of 

Parliament for Bow River, spoke in its favour. He said Calgary's needs 

and those of the surrounding towns could be satisfied by coal-burning 

plants and endorsed the resolution's call for investigation of coal and 

natural gas before undertaking a $14,000,000 hydro-electric project In 

1928, on the other hand, the convention passed a resolution which 

diplomatically (and somewhat ambiguously) called for UFA members of lhe 

1egislature and of parliament "earnestly [to] strive to bring about [a] 

co-operative scheme for the immediate starting of the development of the 

Spray Lakes project." The preamble maintained, "we must do something at 

lSSusan M. Kooyman, "The Policies and Legislation of the United 
Farmers of Alberta Governrnent, 1921-1935," pp. 76-77. 
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once to encourage indus trial as weIl as agricultural development as 

nothing attracts manufacturing more than cheap power." The phrasing was 

so accomodating the chairman ruled a motion to refer the resolution ta 

the provincial government unnecessary.16 

The issue stumbled to a conclusion in the spring of 1928. In the 

lhrone speech debate, Liberal leader J.T. Shaw accused the UFA 

government of sitting idle while Calgary Power and International 

Utilities acquired franchises ta supply power ta municipalities 

throughout the province and declared, "that his objective in that matter 

would be to make power available ta every farm home." Brownlee replied 

"it was premature to undertake a proposition like the Spray Lakes," 

though the province continued to press for a license. Nonetheless, at 

the end of the session the government introduced legislation ta improve 

its position in case it opted for public ownership in the future: 

amendments ta the Public Utilities Board Act specified that no municipal 

franchise agreement excluded future involvement by the provincial 

government and that a11 such agreements would require approval by the 

Board, in arder ta prevent unnecessary duplication of power lines by 

competing companies. 17 

By this point, however, Calgary Power had grown tired of waiting 

for a license for Spray Lakes, complicated by their location in a 

national park, and applied instead to develop the junction of the Bow 

and Ghost Rivers. Stewart announced he would grant it barring 

objections from the province and Brownlee again asked that the license 

be given to the province ta dispose of as it saw fit. But in April 

Brownlee met in Ottawa with Stewart and Calgary Power's managing 

director, G.A Gaherty and agreed that the utili ty should get the 

license for Ghost River, which could supply enough power for its needs 

over the next five years The future of Spray Lakes was "left in 

dbeyance." Since Brownlee had earlier to1d the 1egis1ature the Ghost 

16GAI , M-397, Minutes of the Nineteenth Annual Convention of the 
UFA, 1927, pp. 105-106; Calgary Hera1d, 22 January 1927; GAI, M-397, 
Minutes of the Twentieth Annual Convention, 1928, pp. 168-69. 

17The Canadian Annua1 Review of Public Affairs, 1927 - 28, (Toronto, 
1928), pp. 521-523; Calgary Hera1d, 21 March 1929.~ 
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River project would not be profitable if Spray Lakes went ahead, he was 

agr.eeing ta the latter' s cancellation, a development he attributed to 

the CPR' s concern for the effects i t would have "on the scenie 

attractions of Banff" - - though within the year the park' s boundarit.>s 

were revised to exclude the lakes. The agreement oecasioned sorne 

protest by Calgary's boosters, but within two years the Depression had 

in any case forced drastic revis ions to forecasts for the city' s power 

needs and development of the Spray Lakes had to wair ttll 19)2 18 

Yet the agreement on Ghost River did not at aIl settle the question 

of whether electric utilities in Alberta should be privately or public1y 

controlled. At the end of the spring session in 1928 the UFA governmenr 

had provided that the cabinet could spend up ta $100,000 edch year over 

the next fi ve years on research into the province' s ndtural resouree,> 

and their development and, thus equipped, the government proeeeded to 

research any nurnber of decisions without ever taking one The 

governrnent' s continuing interest in hydro-electrie development 19 

understandable: the province had just managed to sell off its rallway 

interests, eliminating one major drain on the budget, while a series of 

burnper crops between 1925 and 1928 buoyed the economy, allowing even the 

most fiscally conservative cabinet members to consider new government 

ventures. Brownlee also wanted more industrial development in Alberta 

at a time when Canada as a whole was experiencing an eeonomic boom based 

on naturai resourees in which hydro-eleetricity powered the new smelters 

and pulp and paper mills at a very low cost.l9 

l8Susan M. Kooyman, "The Policies and Legislation of the United 
Farmers of Alberta Government, 1921-1935," p 78, The Canadlan Annual 
Review of Public Affairs, 1927-28, p. 281, for Brownlee's rellIark on 
Ghost River' s profitability, see Calgary Herald, 21 March 1928, The 
Canadian Annual Review . , 1928-29, (Toronto, 1929), pp 53, 267 

19A1berta, Statutes of the Province of Alberta, 1918, Chapter 1.4, 
"An Act respecting Research into the Natural Resourees of the Province," 
p. 139; in the 1928 throne speech Brownlee proposed a conference wi th 
"representatives of industry" in order "ta consider what means might be 
taken to encourage industrial development within the Province," The 
Canadian Annual Review .. , 1927-28, p. 521, on the Canadian economic 
context, see John Herd Thompson with Allen Seager, Canada, 19?2-1939j 
Decades of Discord, (Toronto, '985), pp. 77-85. 
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Before 1928 the possibity of rural electrification hardly seems to 

have entered the debate on hydro-electric deve10pment in Alberta. The 

resolution which came out of the UFA' s 1927 convention indicated a 

suspicion of Spray Lakes as an excessively expensive addition to urban 

1uxury, while the 1928 resolution merely ref1ected the government' s 

hopes for industrial development. But in the late 1920s, as e1ectric 

power became an important political issue in a number of provinces whose 

governments considered public ownership, its rural applications began to 

receive consideration as weIl In Quebec Charles Gagne, an economics 

instructor at the Ecole d/agriculture de Sainte-Anne-de-la-Pocatiere, 

began a series of articles on the advantages of rural electrification in 

the L'Action catholique in 1928 In the same year, in Manitoba, Premier 

Bracken justified his decision to allow private development of the Seven 

Sisters site on the Winnipeg River, saying it was "a question of being 

assured of cheap power for rural hydro users versus going on at present 

with no assurance either of power or of low rates." In Saskatchewan the 

1928 report of the Power Resources Commission included a section on 

rural electrification, albeit short and extremely hesitant, while a 

conference on wornen' s work in agriculture at the University of 

Saskatchewan resulted in a research committee charged with investigating 

labour-saving devices, including electric power. 20 

As weIl, Judging by the census results, a number of Alberta farmers 

simply decided to acquire electric power themselves during this period. 

In 1929 Calgary Power reported only 200 farm customers to the Alberta 

government and even by 1946 there were only 1,391 Alberta farms 

receiving electricity from a central power plant. Yet in 1921 the 

census counted 1.160 farms reporting gas or e1ectric 1ight and 1,441 

reported electdc light in 1926, a11 undoubted1y running gaso1ine- or 

20A1bert Rioux, L'Electrification rurale du Québec, p. 80; Bracken 
as cited in John Kendle, John Bracken: A Politica1 Biography, (Toronto, 
1979), P 83; Lois Carol Volk, "The Social Effects of Rural 
Electrification in Saskatchewan," pp. 26-28 and see n. 38 below; 
Veronica Strong-Boag, "Pulling in Double Harncss or Hau1ing a Double 
Load' Wornen. Work and Feminism on the Canadian Prairie," Journal of 
Canadian Studies. vol. 21 (1986), p. 37. In spite of Bracken' s 
declaration, development of the Seven Sisters site did little ta advance 
rural electrification in Manitoba. 



1 battery-equipped windmi11-driven e1ectric plants. 

machines were expensive (approximately $400 each) , 

36 

However, thl'se 

time-consluning in 

care and operation, and, in the case of windmills, unreliab1e. Whilt" 

2,786 farms reported gas or e1ectiic light in 1931, by contrast, 16,622 

farms had the central te1ephone service which AGT brought to tlH" i r 

door. 21 

At the beginning of Ju1y 1928 the UFA govermnent received a s(>cond 

report on on power development. R B Baxter, deputy minis ter of 

telephones and general manager of AGT, concluded: "Cheaper power in 

itself would naturally bring about deve10pment and would greatly assist 

in building up the Province " But he warned that "[a] [pw poor l'l'Op 

years in succession ... wou1d natura11y affec t the financ ia l ., ituation ot 

a project such as power development" The report included an analysis 

of rural deve1opment, based on a comparison of an Brea already servpd by 

Calgary Power with samp1e districts throughout the province. Il 

calculated an average cost to reach each farm of $:'65 DO, but judged 

that few farmers could afford such a high initial expenditurt>, 

suggesting instead a guarantee of $8 50 per month fi-QIn each usp[ to 

cover aIl costs, for a period of at least five years Howeve r, powe r 

could on1y be taken into "sections of the country where people are weIl 

established and not too far apart," perhaps 500 farrns every year in 

return for a capital out1ay of $300,000. 22 

Two weeks after subrnitting his report, Baxter met with Gaherty und 

Killam of Calgary Power to discuss the possibi li ty of the province 

purchas ing the company Killam indicated he was not interested ln 

selling, but that if the province insisted he would be prepared to enter 

negotiations and even agree to arbitration if no agreement could be 

reached on the price At the same time, the company's representatives 

2lA1berta, Legislative Assembly, Sessional Paper'i, 1931, vol ?5, 
pt. 2, Report No. 26, "E1eventh Annual Report of the Research Couneil of 
Alberta, 1930," p. 75, Alberta, Alberta Power Commission, Annua l 
Report, 1953, p. 10, Table 6; Canada, Census of Canada, 1931, Table 25, 
"Farm Facilities by Provinces, 1921-1931," p. lxviii, Census of Prairie 
Provinces, 1926, Table 48, "Number of Farms Reporting Farm Faci li tl ec, , 
Prairie Provinces, 1926," p 1xxxvii. 

22 pM , Acc. 70.414, Item 974, "Power Information Report (July 5, 
1928) ," Sessiona1 Paper No 44, 1929. 
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announced Calgary Power was prepared to develop power resources along 

the Unes proposed by the government, at the speed proposed by the 

government, to inform the government fully of its water power 

investigations; to form an indus trial development departrnent to 

cooperate with the government, to review rates with the government "and 

make reductions wherever it was found to be reasonable" and agree to 

"reasonable regula tion" by the government, including providing any 

information required In addition, it "would be willing to work out 

with the governrnent policy which would insure (sic] substantial rural 

development and would eliminate the present rnethod of having farmers 

finance their lines" In short, Calgary Power offered to fulfill the 

government' s every policy obj ective without the expense of public 

ownership Baxter advised the government he believed it co~ld meet its 

aims for power rates and development through either outright ownership 

or close regulation of the private monopolies. 23 

Yet still no decision was made. Instead, since Baxter's report had 

called for further study, the government directed its newly-created 

Research Council to cooperate with the Calgary Power and the United Farm 

Women of Alberta in a study of electric power use on the farm. Calgary 

Power was to supply the equipment and home appliances, the UFWA to 

choose the two farms to be studied and the Research Council would design 

the investigation and analyze the results. Though the project was 

supposed ta compare a mixed farm (grain and dairy) in central Alberta 

with a wheat farm in the dry belt in the south, the farms compared were 

both in the south, next to the transmission lines along the Bow River. 

One was in the area near Brant already receiving service from Calgary 

Power and the other, interestingly enough, was in nearby Vulcan and 

belonged to O.L. McPherson, the UFA's Minister of Public Works. Though 

l ts cooperation may have been simple prudence, Calgary Power's 

involvement in the research seems to indlcate at least a tacit 

understanding with the government that there would be no decisive action 

for the time being. Perhaps taking the hint', Baxter le ft the public 

23 pAA , Premier's Papers, Acc. 69.289, file 461, "Discussion 
between Mr. Killam, Mr. Gaherty, and Mr. Baxter on Thursday, July 19, 1928." 
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service within the year to become managing director of Calgary PO\~t'r for 

Alberta and Saskatchewan. 24 

But if the government had ruled out public ownership, no-one toid 

the mernbers of the UFA. In the summer of 1928 the movement' H t'x('('ut ivl' 

struek a eornrnittee to study eleetrie power dpvf'lopl1H'nt, whilf' Ils 

newspaper, The U FA., began publishing impassi01wd llniclps wlth Illlt·~ 

sueh as "Why the Solution of the Power Prob1em Is Vi tally l mportllnt 10 

Farmers and Fann Wornen" (June 15, 1928) and "A Pressing Dllngel' Ilnd li 

Great Opportunity: The Urgency of Public Ownet'ship of lIydro-El('l'tl'lc 

Power Resources" (Oetober 15, 1928), In December and Jlll1ullry 19:,>9 /III 

elee trica1 engineer who ehose to rernain anonymous coutr HJllt l,li two long 

articles, outlining the uses to whieh Alberta [at'mers could put plpctric 

power, ineluding ploughing, harvesting, and thre~hing, liS wpl1 ilS the 

use of electric ranges, refrigerators, and washing machines in the home 

He wrote: " ... Farmers, more than any other class, arC' com'C'nH'd vlt/llly 

in the proper solution of this problem, because, as prevlous1y st ntpt!, 

they are 'small eonsumers' in comparison with the manuf"lIctul'lllg 

industries, and as such can right1y be given special cOllsldenltloll by Il 

public enterprise that no private corporation would givp ,,2') 

The question of public owner&hip of Alberta's electric L1tilitle~, 

dominated the UFA's 1929 convention, held in Calgary between tllE' l'lth 

and 18th of January. Eight separate resolutions on thl' buhJ('ct Wl')'t' 

submi tted and the convention heard two reports on powC' r dOVld OpJnl'llt. 

The topic a1so carne up at other times, as in the addre<;s ! 0 lhe 

convention by S.M. Gunn, president of the United Farm WOlIIl'n of Albertn' 

... Not until luxury for the few i5 balanced by comfort for tlte 
many, will the farm women of Alberta "vlew with saLibfactioll" 
present economie conditions. ( ... ] ... Theirs is no b lave phil osophy 

24pAA , Ace. 69.289, file 461, Allan E. Cameron to John E. 
Brown1ee, 13 June 1928; GAI, M- 397, UFA Annua 1 Report <ind Yearbook, 
1928, "Report of the U.F.W.A. Executive - 1928," p, 1~8; information on 
Baxter from the Edmonton Bulletin, 1 March 1929 

25Citations from An Electrical Engineer (sic), "Alherta Fnrmpr~ and 
Electrical Power," The U F.A" lDecernber 1928, pp, 8-9; ,<,(.(! f11:,o hl', 
"The Use of Electricity in Power Farming," ~, 15 January 1 'J29, Pli. 
10-11. In the first he describes tractors, in the second tra('tor 
ploughs, both in use in Europe, connected by trailer cables to il I/I<lj" 

electric supply. 



39 

content ta submit ta a scheme of things wherein they find 
themselves in an age of tremendous mechanization unable ta afford 
any but the most primitive tools to carry on their daily routine' 
ta be in truth for much of their days veritable hewers of wood and 
drawers of water - - particularly the carrying of water. What a 
gigantic waste of woman power that year after year on sa many 
farms, thousands of gallons of water are carried in and waste is 
carried out by hand! 1s it any wonder then, that when the subject 
of electrical dIstribution of power for rural homes was first 
broached this surnmer that the response on the part of farm people 
was a spontaneous enthusiasrn possibly equalled by no other project . 
.. If electrical power could be transmitted to rural are as at cost 
there is to my mind no one thing that would 50 quickly 
revolutionize farm homes. To think of electricity for lighting, 
for washing, for ironing, electrical refrigeration, vacuum 
cleaning, sewing machines, to name just a few of the unsatisfactory 
back-breaking jobs whose drudgery would be eliminated, indicates 
sorne of the first installations that probably would be made under a 
Provincial scheme of power distribution at cost [ ... ) The question 
of the ownership and control of this utility will loom large in our 
minds in the Immediate future 26 

On the last day of the convention the delegates considered a resolution 

from East Calgary, recommended by the resolutions cornrnittee, which 

called for "the development of the electrical power resources of Alberta 

as rapidly as practicable under Provincial ownership and control." R.G. 

Reid, the Provincial Treasurer, intervened in the debate to answer 

questions and give the goverrunent's position: he warned that without 

subsidies public power could supply clectricity to farm homes at a rate 

only fractionally lower than private companies and he did not approve of 

such a subsidy, though he promised the goverrunent would conduct further 

investigations. 

The tone of the debate quickly exceeded Reid' s cautiousness. The 

report of the UFA and UFWA Board' s cornrni ttee on power was presented by 

H.B. MacLeod who introduced it by saying: "The whole thing in a 

nutshell is that, as you will see, electrical power for rural use under 

public ownership is obtainable for about one-third the cost of power 

where it is generated and distributed by privately owned plants." UFA 

26GA1 , M- 397, Reports and Addresses delivered ta the lSth Annual 
convention, U.F.W.A., 192 0 , "U.F.W.A. President's Address ta the U.F.A. 
Annual Convention - 1929," p. 4. 
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Member of Parliament William Irvine resumed debate with a 

barely-concealed attack on the provincial government 

We not only want belief in public ownership. \ole want action. 
[ ... ] l am not blaming the Government, or even criticising them l 
am blarning ourselves: sorne of you have expressed a pious wish, but 
what we need is speed. 

He asked for an amendment to the resolution call lng for spE'ed on th", 

goverrunent' spart. Delegates obliged by replacing the resolution under 

debate with one from the Camrose local asking "that thp Provincial 

Goverrunent be urged to take certain and determined action towards the 

development of Hydro-Electric power with as little delay as possiblt> " 

After further discussion this resolution was passed unanimously.27 

Charncteristically, the UFA government did not feel at all bound by 

the convention's decision. In March 1929 the opposition presentptl a 

resolution in the legislature which would have requin'd the govprnmcnt 

to declare itself once and for all in favour of either public or private 

ownership in the developrnent of power resources. On behal f of the 

goverrunent, O. L. McPherson amended the resolution to endorse "the 

enquiry already undertaken, Believing that the right of the province to 

take over the development and distribution of power as a public utility 

should be safeguarded as far as possible." McPherson said that "as one 

from the farming district of Alberta he realized the great need for 

power development, " but that the goverrunent should not commit itself 

"too quickly" and should continue to "secure full data.,,28 

Brownlee, in a speech during the debate, said the goverrunent had 

hesitated to develop power resources because confidence in public 

ownership had been shaken by the unprofitable experience with the 

railways and telephones, while it seemed doubtful the province hlld the 

power to expropriate federal water licenses, meaning the cast of a 

27This description of the debate is largely drawn from .. \ C~rtaln 
and Determined Action' in Development of Provincially Owned Power Scheme 
Urged by Convention" and "Power Committee of U F A. Presents Strong Case 
for Public Ownership," The U.F.A., l February 1929, quote from Irvine 
composed from the first of these articles and the Calgary Herald, 18 
January 1929; tex.t of the Camrose resolution is from GAI, M- 397, 
Minutes of the Twenty-First Annual Convention of the UFA, 1929, pp 40-41 

28Edmonton Journal, 9 March 1929. 
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takeover would be determined by an arbitrated priee. While he expressed 

Il preference for public ownership, Brownlee did not view the situation 

as urgent since "adequate control of developrnent" could prevent 

"excesbive profit,>" and it did not seern that a publicly-owned utility 

"could give subtantially lower rates for sorne years to come than [a] 

prlvate company." Ab weIl, Alberta's rural settlernent was "50 seant" he 

thought jt doubtful whether "there can be any substantial rural 

di~, tribution of power for sorne years" In the notes for his speech, the 

s('ction giving reasons for delaying public ownership concluded: 

"EMPIIASIZE - Greatest danger in present situation is in encouraging our 

rural population - that if Government take [sic) over development there 

would be ~idespread rural distribution. Estirnate only about 500 farmers 

per year could be added for sorne years to come.,,29 

~lile the governrnent held to its cautious investigations, the 

llIovement pressed for public ownership. Through 1929 The U.F.A. and its 

rcaders eontinued to propagandize for public power in letters, articles 

and edi torials 30 The 1930 convention received nine resolutions on 

power development, eight of them urging public ownership. It 

unanimOllS ly approved a resolution which asked that the provincial 

government develop the natural resourees whose control i t was about to 

Requin> from Ottawa, "in accordance wi th the principles of public 

oWllerbhip. " A resolution which urged the government "to take immediate 

dclion to develop and distribute electric power as a public utility" was 

81so passed, but one whieh commended the government on its present 

29 pAA , Ace. 69.289, file 461, "POWER J. E. BROWNLEE". This text is 
lllldatpd but, judging by Hs contents, constitutes notes for Brownlee' s 
~pp('ch to the legislature on March 12, 1929. 

30Letters in The U.F.A. include: James Fletcher, "Electrical 
Power," l April 1979, A. Lunan, "The People's Heritage," 15 April 1929; 
G L. Pritchard, "Power on the Farm, " 15 June 1929. Articles: Arthur J. 
Gant in. "What Cheap Hydro-Electric Power Would Mean ta Alberta," 15 June 
ll)}l). Ll'l' Vincent. "The Need for Vision in Power Matters," 16 September 
l l)2l) Cd i t orLüs' "A Decision of Continental Importance," 8 February 
Iq.JI). "\Jhv Not 'Go Slow'?," 15 April 1929. 



policy and asked it to develop electric power "when ... thE' tilll(' <;{'l'm', 

favourable" was defeated. 31 

Optimism about the benefits of electric powC't" ahollntkd dlldllf, thls 

period: in July 1930 the City of Edmontan's power t'ompdny W,\" t'Ol\Ill'~·tl'd 

to Calgary Power's Chost River hydro-powpr pl:mt and tlH' E(lmollt"ll 

Bulletin celebrated wi th a special 20-pagp ''l'owe l' Dl'vl' 1 OplllPll t " 

supplement. Filled with articles on the wondpl"s of plpctl'ic PO\",'I', mdllV 

of them supplied by Calgary Power's puhlidty dC'pdl'lnlf'llt, tlw l~l~lJ(:~,It.:'s 

supplement announced. 

Indications are that progress in rural L'lC'ctri fient'iol\ wi 11 Ill' 
rapid in western Canada. Electric power lines arp sprPddillg out 
from Winnipeg, Regina, Calgary and Edmonton part ieulnl'Iy Tlll'sl' 
will not only supply the smaller towns with electrle light ,llld 
power, but '.fill bring the boon of eleetricity ta mEllly Llrlns ,doll/', 
the way. 32 

In truth, of course, only a handful of farlllb were or could l'V" l' Ill' 

connected to the lines linking the eities and the tOWII<;, usually 

receiving power in lieu of payment by the uti li ties for e r05S ing LIll' 1 r 

land. 

In the debate on the Throne Speech in February 1930, which 

announced the government' 5 intention to deal wi th power devf' lOplIlPllt, 

A. L. Sanders, UFA MLA for Stettler, expressed the contrnc;t he>!'WC'C'1l t 11<' 

farm population's expectations and the government's ullùeyo.,tilIHlillg ol thl' 

situation. He described a speech he had heard two yparc; bd on' by "[1 

prominent individual who apparently had givcn r.;rcat thought to the' 

subject" : "The speaker describcd the future fann home in th! s Provlllc(', 

if the Government were only in control of power, i ,1 glowing color<j,­

Electric light, electric driven washing machineb, electric toaBtprs, und 

50 on" Sanders claimed even Ontario Hydro' 5 minimum for supplyinr.; 

rural customers was five farms per mile, whlle the most thickly s(!ttl(·d 

rural portion of Alberta had an a'!erage of less than two per mi l('; 

assuming only half of aIl farmers would t.ake electri e pow('r. he 

projected an average of only one user per mile. "lIow wOl.lld It 11(' 

possible u'l.der those conditions ta sl.lpply aIl the fann hO!np', 1 Tl t hf' 

3lCAI , M-397, Minutes of the Twenty-Second Annual ConvC!nUon (Jf !JI(' 
UFA, 1930, p. 101. 

32Edmonton Bulletin, 31 July 1930. 
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Province, as 50 many are fond of saying, if the Governrnent would only 

take over power control," Sanders asked. "May l say that l am 

personally in favor of Gov-:..rnrnent ownership and operation of power, but 

we should clearly understand what we are talking of, and not build up 

hopes in the minds of the people which can never be fulfilled, no matter 

whether the Province or private interests control power distribution. ,,33 

Part of the difference in "iews regardin~ po\o:°t' development between 

UFA members and UFA legislators and cabinet ministers may have stemmed 

[rom a simple difference in life experience. It is not within the scope 

of this thesis ta estab1ish the domestic arrangements of the entire UFA 

caucus, but a few an:. worth noting in passing: the two most important 

members of the cabinet, Premier Brownlee and Attorney- 'neral J. F 

Lymburn, lived in Edmonton where they had previuusly worked as lawyers; 

o L. McPherson, Minister of Public Works, had electricity supplied to 

his farm by the Researc.î Counc il, as noted earlier; Irene Parlby, 

minis ter wi thout portfol:!.o, had had electric lighting and running water 

in her house at Alix Slnce it was built in 1921, even Sanders, the MLA 

from Stettler, admitted in his speech tl' having "an electric plant," 

which would have been either gasoline-driven or a battery-equipped 

windmill 34 

Still the governmeIlt inched closer to public ownership. On March 

18, 1930, Fred White, leader of the Labour caucus, proposed a resolution 

endorsing the principle of public ownership and control of power 

development and distribution and calling on the goverrunent to 

"immediate1y consider the introduction of a Bill bringing such 

princip1es into operation." Premier Brownlee amended the latter p"'rt to 

res01ve that the principle of public ownership "should be fully 

safeguarded, 50 as to facilitate the Government undertaking the whole or 

33GA1 , Norman F. Priestley Papers, M 1003, file 8, "A. L. Sanders 
Spe fr. Th. Feb. 1930," text titled "POWER" 

34Brownlee represented the Ponoka riding but nev€r lived there, 
while Lymburn was the only UFA candidate ever to contest a purely urban 
riding, Edmonton, regarding Parlby' s house, which the famil y - - in 
keeping wlth its best English country gentry style -- called Manadon, 
see Bdrbara Villy Cormack. Perennials and Poli tics i The LiEe Story of 
Hon Irene Pdrlbv, LL D., (Sherwood Park, [1968?]), p. 84. 
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such part of power development and distribution as the Government [rom 

time to time. with the advice of its technical experts. may consider 

economica11y expedient." He explained that he could not agree with the 

word "immediately" in the original resolution 

Both [a steam engineer and a hydro expert consul te>d hv tlw 
government during the previous year 1 had confirmed tIlt' Pt t'mil'!' [1\ 

the be1ief that power development in Alberta must be il !l1onopo l v, 
whether private or public He counselled pdtience Many prohl{'IlI~. 
had been solved and much progress made The Governmenl were [!-o[e] 
prepared to face this one also. l t would be the nexl hi g 
government activity.. if. as he expect('d, they were telul'lwd for 
another five years 35 

Two months later the UFA government went to the polls dnd wns 

re-elected. having campaigned on its record, in particular the 

acquisition of conLrol over natura1 resources by the province In l r s 

election program the government excused itself for its previous inaction 

in power development by pointing out that the federal government had 

controlled hydro-electric resources Now it promised "ta control this 

development in the interests of our people, with policies [ramed to lend 

to the full acquisition of all Power development as a public utlilty, H~ 

soon as consistent with the financial condition of the Province ,,16 

There is some evidence that this election promi~e WilS ~[nc('re, 

though at the very same time Brownlee was consldering sell ing off 

Alberta Goverrunent Telephones. An undated memorandum in the Premi er' s 

papers (probably from 1929 or 1930) outlined the advantages and 

disadvantages of two different proposaIs for taking OVf:'r power 

companies. The first was: "Take over Calgary Power Co [,1 City of 

Edmonton plant and Midwest Utilities Co., and operate as the All)(~rta 

Power System" The second. "To take over Edmonton Steam Plant ilnd ta 

deve10p Northern section around it as a base " In eithcr case the 

agency responsib1e would be an Alberta Power Commiss ion. mode lIed on 

3S"Principle of Public Ownership and Control of Power Tc; Almost 
Unanimously Endorsed," The U. F. A., 1 Apr il 1930. 

36Election program contained in "Supplement," The U. FA.. 2 June 
1930. 
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that in Ontario, operating both as a business enterprise and with 

regulatory powers. 37 

But within months of its re-eleetion, the UFA government was faced 

with the most disastrous "financial condition" the province had ever 

known far from undertaking new public ventures i t began to reduce 

expenditures As well, at the end of 1930 Professor H.J. MacLeod of the 

University of Alberta' s Department of Eleetrical Engineering finally 

submitted a report on electrieity on the farm on behalf of the Research 

Coune1l. Based on the two test farms chosen and records for Calgary 

Power' s 200 farm eustomers, MacLeod coneluded that the low average 

electric use per farm "scarcely justifies the installation," as it 

usually consisted of "a lighting load with perhaps an electric washer, 

iron and toaster." He also found Calgary Power' s charge of $550 per 

mile for the special line ta the farmer and extra monthly service 

charge, "justifiable from the Company' s point of view." MacLeod 

recommended further study of windmills equipped with storage batteries, 

which he believed could supply most farms with the "relatively small 

arnounts of power [they] required." Though plans were made to install 

recording instruments on an existing windmill and obtain reliable 

information for use in Alberta, no research was ever earried out. 38 

37Susan M Kooyman, "The Polieies and Legislation of the United 
Farmers of Alberta Government, 1921-1935," p. 112; PAA, Ace. 69.289, 
file 461, "ALBERTA POWER SCHEME". The probable date for thj c; memo of 
1929 or 1930 is based on the other contents of the file and on its 
comparison of hydro and steam power, a matter on which the government 
commiss ioned s tudies durlng the period, aceording ta Brownlee' s speech 
in the legislature, March 18, 1930; The U.F.A., 1 April 1930 

38Albertd, Legislative Assembly, Sessional Papers, 1931, vol. 25, 
pt 2, Report No. 26, "Eleventh Annual Report of the Research Couneil of 
Alberta, 1930," pp 75-76; University of Alberta Archives, Research 
Council of Alberta Records, MG 80, file 1/2/3 -l, "Programme and 
Estimates, 1931-32," and file 1/2/3-2, "Electricity on the Farm," 1931. 
If advocates of public power in the UFA knew of MacLeod's report for the 
Research Council, they gave no evidence of it. A study conducted in 
1927 for the Saskatchewan Power Resources Commission by provincial civil 
servants simllarly concluded that farm customers by themselves did not 
warrant the high fixed costs of transmission line construction, but 
sl.Iggestf:'d lines ta large urban centres could be adapted ta serve farms 
and villdge'3; Lois Carol Volk, "The Social Effects of Rural 
Electrification in Saskatchewan," p. 27. 



While it is difficult to trace Calgary Power' s immediate evaluat ion 

of the project, in a text published in 1952 the company dE'scribed th(' 

experiment as "a failure" and blamed the farmers for i t. lt S<lid 

accusations that the costs were too high were falsE' (claiming 

construction costs charged were less than $100) and concludE'd Instead 

that "farmers were not ready to accept the benefits of electric serV1C(' 

because they did not realize how electric service couIc! lnct·t',lSP Llrm 

production" On the general question of rural service beforp the Wo\·ld 

War II, Canadian Utilities larer adopted a simildr interpret ation· 

Concentrated efforts were made to have the numerous lunnl~\·s 

along these lines [built in 1928 and 1929] take advantage of the 
Central Power then available to them for the first time at ratel> 
comparable with urban rates then in force with moc;t discouraging 
results. From Drurnheller to Hanna, with about {.o milE's of pole 
line only, three farmers would be inducE'd to take service [ ] 
The simple fact is that [prior the war] our farmers were not yet 
electrically minded and despite concentrated efforts to change tlli~ 

view, littl e or nothing could be accomplished in thb dl rect iOIl 3() 

But the Farmers' Union of Alberta to whose s tatement in favour of 

public ownership Canadlan Utilitles had been replying - - declared "We 

have never forgotten the yeal.:J before the war when the Power Compdllll'!> 

operating in Alberta were so completely indifferent ta the farmers [sic] 

needs that they virtually refused to connect up to the farms along thpir 

lines (except at rates which farmers could not af[ard ta pay) completely 

disregarding the moral obligation inherent in their position of virtual 

monopoly of the Alberta field" Moreover, had farmers had the leic;ure 

to study gavernment statistics closely during the depression, they would 

have discovered that electric power was the only industry in Alherra 

whose net value of prodüction was higher in 1935 than in 1929, growing 

from $4.4 million to $4.6 million, while agriculture slumped from $178 1 

39Calgary Power' s views as expressed by its director of publ ic 
relations, W E Ross, in "Alberta's Experience With Rural 
Co-Operatives, " Electrical Digest, vol. 21 (1952), pp. 62-63, PAA, 
Department of Utilities and Telecommunications Collection, Alberta Pow~r 
Commission Records, Acc. 83 333, Box 3, Canadian Utilities, "AnalYbib of 
F.U.A. Memorandum Supporting its Policy of Government Owner5hip &. 
Operation of Generation & Distribution of Electrical Energy in Alberta." 
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million to $97.4 million and production as whole dropped from $237.5 

million to $153.3 million. 40 

As the depression deepened, the differences between the UFA 

government and the movement widened. While the government retreated 

into fiscal conservatism - - trying vainly ta balance the budget - - the 

movement adopted a p1atform ca11ing for much more government 

intervention and co11ectivism, viewing the depression as "a phase of the 

disintegration of competitive civilization" on the way ta the 

co-operative commonwealth At its 1931 convention the UFA passed 

resolutions, one after the other, which reaffirmed its position in 

favour of public ownership of utili ties, and which advocated public 

ownership of land along with a1l other natural resources At the 1932 

convention delegates received a report from a Board committee on power 

and unanimously adopted its conclusion. "We wish again to affirm, with 

all the emphasis that can be conveyed, that there should be no further 

alienation ta private interest of the priceless heritage of the people 

of Alberta, and that as soon as possible such power resources as are now 

in the hands of private interests be recovered therefrom, to be owned 

and operated in the interests of the people of this Province ,,41 

Yet in 1931 the go\ernment renewed Calgary Power's right ta operate 

Us Kananaskis and Horsehoe Falls plants and in 1932 it granted the 

company the right to develop water power on the Kananaskis River. 

Labour leader Fred White proposed a plan for public ownership of land 

and natural resources in the 1egislature in February 1932, but in a 

narrow vote which split both the UFA caucus and the cabinet, the 

assembly refused to send it to committee for further study then 

40 pAA , Ace, 83 333, Box 3, Farmers' Union of Alberta, "E1ectric 
Power Situation; Statement of reasons for asking deve10pment under 
Public Power Commission," 1950, Eric J. Hanson, "A Financia1 History of 
Alberta, 1905-1950," Table 74, "Net Value of Production of Industries in 
Alberta, 1929-1935," p 300 

4lCharacterization of the depression from GAI, M-397, "Manifesto ta 
the Llrm People of Alberta, Memorandum from Board of the U.F.A. with 
Amendments Passed by thE. Annual Convention, January, 1931," attached ta 
Minutes of the Twenty Third Annual Convention of the UFA, 1931, 
reso lut ions from the Minutes, p 160, Minutes of the Twenty- Fourth 
Annual Convention of the UFA, 1932, pp 233-34, Report of the U.F.A. 
BOdrd of Directors for 1931, "Report of the Committee on Power," p. 14. 
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overwhelming1y defeated the motion on the grounds that such sweeping 

measures could not be agreed to without close study.42 

The concrete example of rural telephone service, the responsibilty 

of the only provincially-owned public utili ty, Alberta Govennent 

Telephones, demonstrates the chasm separati~6 the UFA's d~slr~~ 

expressed at convention and the government' s pol lc les. At every UFA 

convention between 1930 and 1932 resolutions were adopted demBnding 

lower rural telephone rates. but the govermnent steadfastly refused ta 

countenance the implicit cross-subsidization by urban clIstolUel'S 

Instead, as the depression deepened. thousands of rural phone 1 Ines were 

disconnected, the government cancelled extension programs llnd in 1932 

the system recorded a deficit of $515,281 46 This financial problem 

was an expression of a real social crisis. A social scienti&t described 

the situation in 1931 for a Saskatchewan farm community 

Consider a farmer' s financial straits when for $10 50 a yt>i1r 
he will do without a telephone Perhaps he is 10 or 15 miles from 
town, perhaps a mile from his nearest neighbor. yet for the sake of 
that paltry sum, he wlll f:lce the hazards, the isolation, Ilw 
social inconvenience of doing without his telephone l think thl~ 

more than anything else shows our western financlal position. 

In 1933 the te1ephone department itself described the rural system a,', 

" ... close to the end of its useful life'" in many areas it was almost 

without customers and where the y remained the lines were in urgent need 

of replacement or repair. 43 

42Susan M Kooyman, "The Policies and Legislation of the United 
Farmers of Alberta Government, 1921-1935," p 81; Carl F Betke, "The 
United Farmers of Alberta, 1921-1935 The Relationship between the 
Agricultura1 Organizatjon and the Government," (M A thesis, Univer.,ity 
of Alberta, 1971), pp 138-39 

43Alberta Government Telephones report for the year ending March 
31, 1933, in PAA, Ace 69 289, fi le 399B, ci ted in Susan M Kooyman, 
"The Polleies and Leglslation of the United Farmers of Alberta 
Government, 1921-1935," p 113, and on rural telephone &erVICe ln the 
depression general1y, pp 112-115, citation on conditions in 
Saskatchewan from Gertrude S. Telford, "Livinggtone A Social Survey," 
(M A thesis, McMaster UniverSity, 1931), p 34, cited in S M Lipget, 
Agrarian Soeialism The Cooperative Commonwealth Federation in 
Saskatchewan, A Study in PoUtical Sociology, (Berkeley, 1968, l'ev 
ed), p. 127 
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But far from corrunitting new funds to a public utility of such 

obvious social benefit, the government abandoned the rural telephone 

system: in 1933 it accepted the recommendations of a consulting 

engineer to sell the rural lines "at scrap value" to small, non-profit 

rural companies, "which could operate the service at whatever standards 

the y dec ided upon." J . D. Baker, the deputy minis ter of telephones, 

announced: "If the farmer declines to organize, he must do without 

telephone service for rural lines of the A G T. must then be removed for 

lack of support and it is certain no private corporation will ever enter 

a field which has proved 50 unprofitable" The UFA's radical convention 

rhe toric vanished in face of the government' s decis ion. A report on 

telephones ta the 1934 convention actually stated· "It is gratifying to 

note that the Government is endeavoring to assist the rural people to 

retain their phones by allowing them ta take over their lines and 

operate them on a mutual basis." A resolution passed by the delegates 

politely asked the Department of Telephones to consjder leasing rural 

lines to groups of farmers, instead of selling them outright, but 

without effect. More than 700 mutual telephone ,-ompanies were set up 

during the thirties, sometimes buying their portion of the rural system 

for less than a tenth of what it had cast, and they permitted what 

l-emained of Alberta Government Telephones ta finish the decade with a 

5urplus. 44 

Nonetheless, in preparation for its participation in the founding 

of the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation, in 1933 the UFA's 

convention adopted a "Declaration of Ultimate Objectives" which 

advocated "public ownership and socialization of aIl natural resources, 

industrial and distributive equipment essential to the welfare of 

society." The UFA Central Board extended this and included both power 

44 Eric J. Hanson, "A Financial History of Alberta, 1905-1950," pp. 
324-26; announcement by J D. Baker in PAA, Acc. 69.289, file 399B, 
cited in Susan M. Kooyman, "The Policies and Legislation of the United 
Farmers of Alberta Government, 1921-1935," p. 114; GAI, M-397, Reports 
of U.F A. Board of Directors and Committees to U.F A Convention; 
Edmonton. January Sixteenth, 1934, "Report on Telephones," p 16; GAI, 
M-397, Minutes of the Twenty-Sixth Annual Convention of the UFA, 1934, 
P 104 



plants and telephone facilities in a long list of natural resources and 

utilites whose socialization "would be imperative." After the CCF'& 

founding convention decided to drop public ownership of land from i t s 

manifesto, however, the UFA followed suit and as the provincial electlon 

approached, the movement and the goverrunent attE'mpted to reconcile tlwlr 

differences At the 1935 convention the UFA adopted li Provincilll 

program for the election whose position on public ownership WrlS, ln C,lrl 

Betke's words, "a compromise. which contained C C F rhE'tor le lal'!!,t> 1 V 

nullified by counter-principles and limiting conditions." 

(1) We endorse the principle of public ownershlp of nll 
utilities used in common and natural resources which are in thp 
nature of monopol ies These should be brought under pub 1 le 
ownership and control. We also endorse the princ 1 p le of pr i vntp 
ownership of property in individual use Recognüing the 1 Imi ted 
powers of the Province with respect to public ownership, we plpdge 
ourse1ves to co-operation with the Dominion GovernmE'nt with d vipw 
to the most rapid progress towards these ends 

(2) We stand for the retention for the people of Alberta of 
al1 unalienated land and land which may revert ta the crown, such 
land to be settled on the basis of long term leases for netunl usp 
only. 

In any case, when the election was ealled eight months later, the votprs 

of Alberta preferred the clear promises of free dividends, fair pricec; 

and easier credit from Social Credit ta the ambiguities of radical 

principles adopted by the UFA' s conventions and conservativE' rneasures 

implemented by the government. 45 

* 
One might conclude from the UFA governrnent 1 s crushing defeat, tlw 

decline of the movement and its withdrawal from the CCF, and the fuct. 

that the Social Credit platform rejected public ownership and ignorpd 

the question of rural electrification,46 that the long and frui tIcAs,> 

45Car1 F. Betke, "The United Farmers of Alberta, 1921-1935," pp 
186-87, 147-48, GAI, M-397, "Provincial Program of the United Farm(~rs 

of Alberta, As Finally Adopted by the Annual Convention lIeld ln 

Calgary, January l5th to l8th Inclusive, 1935 " 
40 1n William Aberhart' 5 Social Credit Manua1, Social Credi t ae, 

applied to the Prov1nce of Alberta, Troubling Ouestions and Thpir 
Answers, (Montreal, 1935), on p 21, to the question, "Ooes SocIal 
Credit involve socialization, nationaUzation, confic;cation or 
expropriation?" the answer lS "No". ln an lnterview wlth the author, 29 
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campaign for public power was the enterprise of a few farm ideologues, 

without popular support. 

But the UFA' s more radical positions of the early 1930s reached a 

wide audience and were relative ly success ful for a time' "membership 

increased from thirteen thousand to seventeen thousand between 1929 and 

1931, the years when the radicals consolidated their hold" and in 1932 

Chester Ronning, a left-winger, was able to win handily in the only 

purely rural by-election of the UFA's last terrn In 1935 The U.F A., 

which published 50 many articles on rural electrification and public 

power, was still described by a polttical commentator as "a respected 

wepkly religiously read by 20,000 Alberta rural homes. ,,47 By then, 

however, these policies were not simply eclipsed by the rise of Social 

Credit, Lhey had been rendered irrelevant by a government which refused 

to implement them and chose to campaign on its record, leaving the 

measures advoc<.ted in the Regina Manifesto to the broader powers of 

federal jursidiction. 

Moreover, with the interventionist State, publicly-supported rural 

electrification was an idea whose time had come in North America, even 

if in Alberta the UFA government's time had come and gone. While actual 

programs were only implemented on a large scale in parts of the United 

States, rural electrification was a proposal common to the decade' s 

major reform movements across the continent. The CCF included it in the 

Regina Manifesto in lts "Emergency Programme" which had "the double 

purpose of creating employment and meeting recognized social needs." In 

the United States, Roosevelt's New Deal included a successful rural 

August 1986, the Hon Ernest Manning said rural electrification was not 
.ln lssue which came up during the early days of the Social Credit rnovement. 

47 Alvin Finkel, "Obscure Origins: The Confused Early History of 
the Alberta CCF," in J William Brennan, ed., "Building the Co-operative 
COllnllonweal th" i Essavs on the Democratlc Socialist Tradition in Canada, 
~Regina, 1984), P 102, Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, A Report on 
Alberta Elections, 1905-1982, (Edmonton, 1983), p. 176; Syd Mathews, 
"Alberta bids - - what," Mac1ean' s Magazine, vol. 48, (1 April 1935), pp. 
18. 42. cited in Hugh J Wha1en, "The Distinctive Legislation of the 
Government of Alberta (1935-1950)," (M.A. thesis, University of Alberta, 
1(51), P 39 Ouring the same term the UFA narrow1y lost a by-e1ection 
in Red Deer and Labor lost narrowly twice in Calgary and by a wide 
margin in Edmonton. 
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electrification program, as described above. Even in Quebec, the 

reformist Action Liberale Nationale proposed progressive rural 

electrification, modelled on Ontario' s program, both as an economlc 

reform and as a part of rural rehabilitation. After the ALN' s mel'gel' 

with the Conservatives in the Union Nationale and their eleetion in 

1936, it was Premier Duplessis's refusal to conslder the nationalization 

of the Beauharnois Light and Power Company that led the radicals in the 

eaucus to leave the government 48 

Deemed unprofitable by private power monopoUes and largely 19nored 

by conservative political parties and governrnents, rural elect rificHtlon 

became completely identified with public power In the cris 1 s 

conditions of the 1930s it was not a measure of the highest urgeney for 

prairie farmers, compared to such issues as eommodity priees and relief 

payments, but rural electrification offered to farmers the possib 11 i ty 

of sa dramatic a change in living conditions that it was guaranteed d 

return to the political agenda. As living standards rose in the 19405, 

expectations rose with them, and the demands of the farm community were 

to force a consideration of electrification as part of rural post-wllr 

reconstruction. 

48David Lewis and Frank Scott, Make This Your Canada A Review of 
C.C.F. History and_Ooliey, (Toronto, 1943), Appendix A, "Regina 
Manifesto, Adopted at First National Convention Held at Regina, Sa~k , 
July, 1933," p. 206 -207; Herbert F Quinn, The Union Nationale Qupbec 
Nationalism from Duplessis to Levesque, (Toronto, 1979, l'ev ed), 
Appendix B, "progranune de l'Action Liberale Nationale, 1934," p. /97, 
and on the fate of the radicals in the Union Nationale, pp 75-76. 
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For prairie farms in the 1940s and 1950s electricity was primarily 

a domestic utility. In spite of the boundless optimism for the 

possibilities of electric power in earlier decades and the over 325 uses 

for electricity on the farm identified by the Rural Electrification 

Administration in the United States, it was much more of an aid ta 

living standards than production levels In the summer of 1942 a survey 

of all Manitoba farms receiving central station electric power found 

that out 

used for 

even the 

electric 

The 

then and 

of 1,109 farms reporting, 403 had an electric motor (usually 

pumping) but 990 had an iron, 986 a radio, and 828 a washer-­

simple toaster, owned by 577 of them, was more popular than any 

farm equipment. l 

reasons for this are not hard to find. prairie agriculture was 

has remained more extensive than intensive. The 1942 Manitoba 

Electrification Enquiry Commission pointed out that, Il if other 

conditions such as climate, geography, freight rates, and market 

IManitoba Electrification Enquiry Commission, A Farm 
Electrification Programme, (Winnipeg, 1942), pp. 29, 156, 157. Slightly 
different resu1ts were given in statistics compiled by Calgary Power for 
the 2,000 farms it elec::rified between 1944 and 1949' the most popu1ar 
[arm equipment was the electric engine 0/2 horsepower engines were 
owned by 46 and 1/4 horsepower engines by 27 per cent, while 1arger 
englnes, from 3/4 to 3 horsepower, were owned by 42 5 per cent), 
electric mllking machines and chick brooders were each owned by only 8 
per cent By contrast, 91 per cent of farm homes surveyed owned irons, 
H7 per cent owned floor or table lamps, 69 per cent owned radios, 68 per 
cent owned washing machines, and 64 per owned water pumps; Provincial 
Archlves of Alberta (hereafter, PAA), Department of Utilities and 
Te lecornmunicat ions Collec tion, Alberta Power Commiss ion records, Acc 
83 133, Box l, The Country Guide Merchandising and Research Division, 
"[{ural Electrificatlon in Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta, The 
Resulrs of a Survey Conducted Midsummer of 1950, Il Table 5 "Percentage of 
f~rms using various app1iances, Il p. 16 Even the popularity of electric 
1I10tors immediately after electrification may be deceptive. however. 
sinee they could replace gasoline engines in driving both farm and 
domestlc appliances, such as either washing or milking machines, 
e1imindting the need for new purchases. 



conditions are reasonably propitious, electric power may constitute that 

extra stimulus which will encourage gredter and more rapid 

diversification," but reported that among both Manitoba fell"m leaders and 

American experts, "the consensus of opinion was that in an'as of 

monoculture where no tendency toward diversification was visible" 

electric power alone would not make the difference. 2 

The intensive forms of agriculture which could have used large 

amounts of electricity, such as dairy, poultry, or egg product Ion 

represented a mere 10.7 per cent of total farm cash income ln Alb(lrta ln 

1946, 10.3 per cent ir 1951 and still only 13 1 per cent in lq~6 In 

Saskatchewan, in spite of rural electrification the market (or for 

electric milking machines was soon saturated: sales declined steadily 

after the war, from 294 in 1946 and 161 in 1949, to a mere 1.7 in 195) 

(based on data from six major implement manufacturers). By contrast, 

the machinery whose number increased exponentially and revolutionized 

prairie agriculture allowing it to replace the enormous ,lInount of 

human labour lost to the war effort and the post-war boom -- werf' 

gasoline- driven tractors, combines and haying equipment, eas i Iy adaptee! 

to large-scale grain and livestock farming and dependent only on 

adequate supply and financing, not expensive infrdstructure } 

Thus post-war rural electrification was above aIl a program for 

improving the material conditions of farmers' lives, in spite of 

frequent references to its productive possibilities lt should he 

noted, moreover, that this was entirely consistent with the l'ole choc;en 

by both levels of goverrunent in the post-war economy. in Canada the 

State retreated from intervention in production, but invested massively 

in ail forms of social capital. Outside of agriculture, where lt 

actively sponsored marketing boards and maintained the Wheat Board' s 

2Manitoba Electrification Enquiry Commission, A Fnrm 
Electrification Programme, pp 41-42 

3Alberta, Department of Agriculture, A Historical Seri es ot 
Agriculutral Sta1:isti<;2 for Alberta, (Edmonton, [1967?]), pp 1l2-11~, 

136-37; Saskatchewan, Royal Commisslon Agriculture and Rural LIte, 
Report No. 2; Mechanization and Farm Costs, (Regina, 19')5), p 37, Jan 
MacPherson and John Herd Thompson, "An Orderly Reconstruction Prairle 
Agriculture in World War Two," Canadian Papers in Rural History, vol 1. 

(1984), pp. 22-24 
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wartime monopoly, direct economic intervention ended with the war 

economy and was replaced by the welfare state. Whi1e government was 

removed from the list of investors, it placed its signature on t..he 

cheque~ which paid the social wage, a growing supplement to incomes and 

living conditions , .... hich took a variety of forms In fact, agriculture 

can be ~een as the exception which proves the rule of government's post­

war retreat from production, providing an important service to private 

capital outside of the grain trade Maintaining the Wheat Board' s 

monopoly allowed cheap breadstuffs for the domestic labour force and, 

perhaps more lmportantly, allowed Canada to negotiate international bulk 

trading agreements which offset the foreign exchange shortage of the 

late 1940s and the deflcit in merchandise trade in the mid-1950s. 4 

In his letter creating the Manitoba Electrication Enquiry 

COlIl/lllSS ion, Premier John Bracken revea1ed hiS fundamental concern when 

he referred to electricity as "a service which will not on1y make 

l farms 1 more produc t ive by providing fac i1lties for the divers ification 

of agriculture, but will lessen the physical drudgery now borne by farm 

women and make farm life more attractive to young people. ,,5 In this 

respect rural electrifica~ion was not entirely removed from questions of 

produc tion nor those of labour in parti cular. While providing 

electricity to the farms fit the general pattern 0f government policy in 

the late 19405, lt also responded to changes in the structure of prairie 

fllrming. For the purposes of strictly agricultural production, much of 

the labour force lost to industry in the urban areas was successfully 

n>pLlced by new machinery But in the long tenn, independent commodi ty 

produc tion could not survive a radical disadvantage compared to urban 

4paul Phillips and Stephen Watson, "From Mobilization to 
Continentalism The Canadian Economy in the Post-War Period," in 
Michael S Cross and Gregory S. Kealey, eds. , Modern Canada, 
1930-1980's, (Toronto, 1984), p. 30, on the Wheat Board, see Vernon C. 
Fowke, The National Policy and the Wheat Economy, (Toronto, 1957), pp. 
276 - 78, on foreign trade, see David A. Wolfe, "The Rise and Demise of 
the Keynesian Era in Canada Economic Policy, 1930-1982," in Michael S. 
Cross and Gregory S Kealey, eds , Modern Canada, 1930-1980'5, pp 56-60. 

)John Bracken to Dr Emerson P Schmidt, 11 June ~942, cited in 
~Iani toba Electrification Enquiry COl1lJ1lission, A Farm Electrification 
Programme. p v. 
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living standards if possibilities for urban emp10yment continued ta he 

bright. Table V indicates the extent of the disadvantage suffered by 

farm homes. Short of increases in commodity priees (and thus in incolllt:» 

so dramatic farmers eould overcome this disadvantage rhrough indivldual 

purchases, the State had to intervene and ensurt:> that dome!>t le life on 

the farm maintained sorne attraction compared to city life 

TABLE V 

HOUSEHOLD CONVENIENCES IN URBAN AND RURAL AREAS OF ALBERTA 

150 farms in west City of 
central Alberta Edmonton 
1947 1946 

Convenience % % 

Radio 95 90 

Auto (passenger) 79 27 

TelephC'ue 63 47 

Central heating 36 74 

Electricity 30 97 

Bathtub or shower 20 81 

Running water 18 89 

Source: M.A. MacNaughton and and M.E. Andal, Changes in Farm Fllmlly 
Living in Three Areas of the Prairie Provinces 1 from 1942-43 to 19/,7, 
(Ottawa, 1949), Appendix IV, Table 11, p. 72. 

Moreover, the 1055 of labour by the farms could not be enUre ly 

replaced by implements; 

para11el1ed by a 105s 

the loss of farm workers seems ta have been 

of domestic help. A federal Department of 

Agriculture study of farm living standards revealed that among 150 

families surveyed in west central Alberta, the number with sorne domestic 

service decreased from 28 to 15 per cent between 1943 and 1947 In thf' 

same period, in west central Saskatchewan the average amount paid by 

those who had help increased from $82 to $154 On the other hand, there 

seems to have been no reduction in agricu1tural production for housphold 

consumptio'1, a traditionally female responsibility. For example, on the 

same 150 farms in Alberta, the average value of home-produced food par 

family increased from $307 ta $365, and from 45.75 to 48 9 per cent of 

the to tal food cos t be tween 1943 and 1947. In 1952, a 'Jurvey of 202 
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farms in central Alberta still indicated that 78 per cent of women 

hab i tually took care of poul try, 72 per cent engaged in gardening, 69 

ppr cent regularly cleaned the milk equipment and 61 per cent performed 

the milking. 6 

As h1red girls and daughters alike moved to the city, the burden on 

the [arm women who rema1ned grew. The Financial Post reported in 1949 

l t is generally fel t that the farm wife has not been able to 
share in the benefits of farm mechanization to the same extent as 
her husband. Bv making it possible for her to have appliances, 
they [the governrnents of the prairie provinces] hope that one cause 
of the trek away from the faems will be stemmed, and their efforts 
to encourage a year-round diversified farming operation will fall 
upon more recept1ve ears 

The relief offered by electric appliances is illustrated by the 

following letter, written in the early 1940s by a farmer in A1tona to 

the Manitoba Power Comm1ssion' 

We took in the current last fal1 l had my place wired for 
1 ight and power, house, barns, granary, but dreaded the initial 
cost of installation, etc not knowing what its actual saving 
could amount ta 

WeIl, it may interest you ta know that for the first time in 
years we had trouble finding a maid to help the wife with the 
;-lOusework, etc , because of labor shortage. My wife clèlimed that 
shc could manage if l would get an electric washing machine, which 
l did. This enabled us to get by for seven months without he1p in 
the house, and wages and board saved more than pays for the machine 
,md current used l must explain l have two daughters of school 
age who help a lot but could not assist on wash days.7 

hM A MacNaughton dnd and M E Andal, Changes in Farm Fami1v Living 
111_·l:h0'......! Areas of the Prairie Provinces, from 1942-43 ta 1947, (Ottawa, 
lCJ1,Q), pp J!~, 75, 66,73, Helen C. Abe1l, "The 'Woman's Touch' -- In 
l<mad1an Farm Work," ':.'he Economic Annalist, vol 24 (19';4), pp 37-38. 

1 "Big Market For Appliances Opens Up In Rural Homes," Financial 
~, 30 April 19 i ,Q, undated letter from J J Siemens (a prominent 
~1.1l1l tob" farm leader) to the Man1toba Power Commiss10n, cited in 
N:mitoba Electnficat10n Enquiry Commission, A Farm Electrification 
b:ogrdm~, p 83 The predominance of women in productive activities 
llke dai.rving is a direct indication of the extent to which they were 
de~ t i !led for hou!>eho Id consumption, see on this point, Marj orie Gr 1ffin 
Cohen, "The Decline of Women in Canadian Dairying, " Histoire 
~ocidleLC;ocicd History, vol 17 (19B!,), pp 307-34 The fact that after 
l' 1 t'C t r1 fiCdt 10n, househo Id appl iances were acquired much more quickly 
than milking machines ra1ses interesting questions about the priorities 
.lttdched ta different forms of female labour in post-war prairie 
.lgri cul ture l t should be noted that the produc tion of food for home 



If labour shortages created similar pressures on farm women to those 

experienced by the rest of prairie agriculture, the only solution WRS dn 

intensification of female labour Washers, stoves dnd refrigerlltors 

could increase productlvity in the home much dS tractors and cOlllbllWS 

increased productivity in the fields, but their pre-requisite WBS rural 

electri fication. 

* 
Alberta was far from being the first provincE' to consider rural 

electrification as a post-war proJect l t was even ft rehab il i t dt ion 

project of the latter part of the depression in sevE'ra1 prov[I\('t's wlH're 

the depression in agriculture was less severe than on the prilirip Ac; 

early as 1935 the Liberal goverrunent in Quebec Introduced ,1 <,Pl'[P" of 

laws governing electrlclty, Inciuding a provision for grant~ to rural 

municipalities of 50 per cent of the costs ot PSLdh11<,hlng ('ll'ctric 

service, upon recommendation of a commission, yet the n'sult was ft 

meagre 253 requests for service granted, out of /33 l'pcelv('d llPtwpen 

1935 and 1939. In Nova Scotia, a Rural Electrifical ion Act Wrt!-. 

introduced in 1937 which authorized any public utility, or if it 

refused, the provincially-owned Nova Scotia Power Comrni.,.sion, "to pxrend 

rural service wherever the average nwnber of potential customel''5 WliS one 

more per mile th an would be required to make the extension .,elt­

sustaining when aIl became customers" (the required ilveragp number WHC; 

further reduced ln 1939) Here the result was /67 mlles ot new rural 

lines and roughly 50 pel' cent of Nova Scotia farms .,upplipd with 

consurnption has remained an important elempnt of farm wOIllPn' s ldhour 
in a 1982 survey of 202 women members of the National Farmpl's Ullion (of 

which over three-quarters were from the pralt'le provinces, includilIg Olll' 

fifth from Alberta) 92 pel' cent still Indicatpd thdt the y rpgularly too~ 
care of a garden for family consumption, while 32 per cent rpgularly and 
34 per cent occasionally took care of animaIs for bllnl1y consumpr Ion, 
Susan E. Koski The Employment Practlces of Frtnn Wompn," (t~atior}{jl 

Farmers Union, 1982), p 32. However, a recent OntarIO <,tudy '>UgEf'~,t'> 

that "transference of production to th8 confines of larp,e ,md 
specialized farms represents the phasing-out of dreas tradi tlonally 
defined as women's wOl'k," q trend accelerated a5 farm women turn ra off­
farm emp10yment for extra f"amily revenue, Linda L Craf t , 
"Industrialization of Agricu1':ure ImplIcatIons for the Position of 
Farm Women, " ~rces for Feminist ResearchjDocumentation .,ur la 
recherche feminist~, vol 11 (1982), pp 10-11 
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e1ectric power by the time the war broke out and put an end ta 

construction. In 1938, Ontario a1so reduced its requirement for initial 

rural services per mile from three farms ta two, and the period from 

1936 ta 1941 saw 10,500 miles of 1ine added ta the system. 8 

By the time the Social Credit government announced the Research 

Council of Alberta would begin investigation of rural electrlfication, 

in mid-March 1943, the governments of Manltoba and British Columbia had 

dlready received reports on the subJect (the Saskatchewan government had 

merely assigned the general questlon to lts Recon~truction Council, 

formed in 1943) The Brltlsh Columbia Post-War Rehabilitation Council 

recommended a publ ic Hydro- Elec tric Commiss ion to develop and generate 

power for industrial and rural use, comblned with grants in-aid for up 

to 50 per cent of the capital costs of rural distribution and loans of 

up ta $1,000 to farmers to help with the cast of wiring and equipment. 

The Report of the Mani toba Elec trifica tian Enqulry CommlSS ion was much 

more detai 1ed and more widely consul ted while i ts recommendations were 

bath remarkably progressive and closely followed by the government. The 

Report t-ecommended a rural rate combined wl.th a minimum monthly bill 

sufficient to pay the capltal costs (plus a bonus of three and one­

Plghth per cent) of service to 80 per cent saturatlon of rural Manitoba; 

lhe Commu on also recommended the province supply farmers with 

clppl iances and wirlng i tself, at net cost Manitoba, however, was 

unique among the prairie provinces in possessing an extensive, publicly­

owned network providing cheap hydro-electric power 9 

8Albert Rioux, L'Electrification rurale du Québec, (Sherbrooke, 
1l)LI2), pp 85-90, Nova Scotia Power Commission, 50 Years of Service; 
1919-1 QIi2., ([Halifax, 1969)), pp 26-27, British Columbia, Post-War 
l{ehablUtdllon Councll, Interim Report (Victoria, 1943), p 252, M J 
:-1cl!pnry, "Rurcll Elf>ctnflcatlon," The Canadian Banker, vol 52 (1945), 
Flgure 2, p 89 

9Edmonton BulletLn, 13 March 19 td, Lois Volk, "The Social Effects 
of Rur<ll Elec trL fLedtlon ln Saskatchewan," (M A thesis, Uni versi ty of 
Regina, 1980), p 34, British Columbia, Post-War Rehabilitation 
CouBcil, Interim Report, pp. 256-57, Manitoba Electrification Enquiry 
Commission, A Farm Electrification Programme, pp 128-30 A 
Subcommittee of the federal Advisory Coœnittee on Reconstruction wrote: 
"The Report of the Manitoba Electrification Inquiry Commission has made 
the most substantial contribution to understanding of the subject and to 



The Research Council of Alberta' s report was produced by Proi 

Andrew Stewart, an agricultural economist dt the University of Alberta 

The report i tse 1 f was never pub lished. though a summdry c1ppeared .1S ,1 

series of articles in the Faxm and Ranch Revlew and WdS repl-intt'd hv tilt' 

Alberta Post-War Reconstruction Committee It 15 strlklllg 101- It .... 

conservat ism, part icularly when compared ta tilt> Report 0 f tlw M,Ill il oha 

Electnficatlon Enquiry Commission In Manitoba it W,I<; est llIldtpd th<lt 

53,000 of the province' s 58,686 farms lay within the .... ervice dn'Il fDr 

electric Lines, due to the wide range of the Manitobd Power COllllnb.,!on'.., 

lines. An average of 80 per cent saturation or 43,000 potl'ntilll 

customers was expectE'd, and 25,000 farms could bE' connectpd withln tpll 

years By contrast, Stewart began by "having in mind that sorne 

limitation of the scope of any immediate progrllllunt' of f finn 

electrification is probably destrable Thus Stewart ,lillwd for tlw 

electrifica tian of 30 per cent of Alberta' S approx ima te Iy 100,000 farm<; 

within ten years, at a rate of 3,000 per year 10 

Stewart's guiding principle was "that the 

additional users can be served from a given expenditure of public fllmh 

when extenslons are made in those localitles where costs per user are 

lowest, and that costs are likely ta be lowest ln those localities 

close to eXlsting sources of supply, and/or where there i., the greatE'st 

density of potential users." He began wlth the area of Alberta which 

the material needed for formulation of pol icy, in recent t imf'b" , 
Canada, Advisory Cornmittee on Reconstruction, IV Bousing and Communlty 
Planning, Final Report of the Subcommittee, (Ottawa, 1944), p 2/9 

IOManltoba Electrification Enquiry Commlssion, A Farm 
Electnfic3.tlon Programme, pp 107-109,128, Andrew ~tewart, "Hurill 
Electrificatlon in Alberta, A Report ta the Rcsearch COlm( 11 of 

Alberta," vol l, ([Edmonton]. 194/ .. ), pp L~2, Jj (Then- wpr<- [!ctllillly 
93,200 farms in Alberta ln 1941) Stewart becarn~ A. poplliar [le i1dprni( 
wjth both levels of government in the years aft~r hE' wrotp th)" n'port 
from 1945 ta 1946, he was executlve secretary nt the A11H'rtii 
Reconstruction Council (part of the Dominion Dc'partrnf'nt of 

Reconstructlon) ; he sat on Alberta' s Royal Commi<.s lon on tJatural (,,1", 

1948 to 1949, and on the federal Royal Commiss ion on Canada' s Economl <­
Prospects in 1955, he chaired the federa1 ROyd1 Commi"c;ion on Prlcp 
Spreads ln Food Products in 1957 and the BOdrd of Broadcast CO'/ernors 1 fl 
the early 1960s, Kieran Simpson, ed, Canadian Who's Who, 'loi 20, 
(Toronto, 1985), p 1191 
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included aU existing transmission Unes and contained 68,816 farms. 

Having recommended inexpensive, single-phase distribution lines which 

best served an area within a twelve-mile distance, he further reducecl 

the proposed service area to the 55,254 farms wi thin i t Stewart then 

û~timated a S4 per cent saturation rate to end up with the 30,000 farms 

he had first proposed Like the Manitoba Electrification Enquiry 

C"rnmission, Stewart assumed that total cos~ s would be met out of rates 

paid by farmers for the power they rece i ved The figure of 30,000 

farms, and i ts premlse, that service should be developed on the basis 

of the eXlsting transmlSSlon lines, constituted perhaps his most 

lnfluential recommendation and was later used in planning by both 

government officiaIs and the power companies (in fact, Canadian 

Utilities later hired Stewart to plan rural service districts). For the 

llO ,000 farms out of reach of the transmisson lines, Stewart suggested 

ga&oline- or windm1ll-driven electric plants Il 

The questlon of the estimated saturation rate merits further 

attention because 

Stewart' s report 

ir demonstrates the underlying assumptions of 

The estimate was the result of a field survey of 

1,451 farms, each of which had been rated "good", "fair", or "poor". 

ALI farms rated "good" were counted as conneeted, unless they would have 

llAndrew Stewart, "Rural Electrifieat ion in Alberta, A Report to 
the Research Council of Alberta," vol l, pp 43, 44, 68, 82-83, 86; 
regarding Canadian Utilities hiring Stewart, see PAA, Premier's Papers, 
Ace 69 289, file 1347, H R. Milner ta C E Gerhart, 26 November 1946. 
The A lberta Power Commiss ion recommended that "the area presently 
traversed by transmission lines recelve the earl1er attention," in 
PM, Ace 83 333, Box l, memo "POWER COM.'lISSION," 9 April 1946, for 
Canadian Utilities' use of Stewart's figure ln its plans for rural 
~'lectrif1catlon, see Edmonton Journal, 18 March 1947, on electric 
pIdnts, Andrew Stewart, "Rural Elec trif1catlon in Alberta," vol l, p 
102 Stewart was not the only one ta suggest wlndmill-driven plants for 
falmers ln 1948 the Hon Jimmy Gardiner, federal Minister of 
Agricul tun~. raId the House of Commons he had found them ideal for his 
Sdskatchewan farm, leading The Farm and Ranch Review to sponsor a debate 
on the subJ ec t among l ts readers Whi le those in favour wrote of the 
benefits of electric power, those against preferred to reeeive those 
through central stdtlon power, citing faulty and dangerous equipment and 
llllcprtaln service from w1ndmill plants; James G Gardiner, et al, 
"Hvdro versus Wlnd Power Debate," Farm and Ranch Review, vol 44 
~November lQ48), pp 14-17 
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required extending the 1ine more th an one and on half miles; half of 

the farms rated "fair" were counted as connected, but none of the farms 

rated "poor" What determined a farm' s rating'.' Stewart's report 

suggests scientific detachment by field emuneLltors, whose "rat ings 

p laced on farms were based on dS reasonab le clnd 1 el Lill le J udgel1\Pnt HO, 

could be secured "12 But the mastpr's thesis of olle 01 the 

"enumerators", completeà under Stewart' s supervision, incluùps lI\ul'h !nOl"(' 

subjective criteria It includes d page with photogr,lph~ of Iwo 

farmsteads, one a log cabin and barns with tore~t ~till ~tallllil1g hl'hind 

them, the other a two-storey frame house with d large hdrn ,1Ild ~l'vpr.d 

other bUildings beside it, on extensive, cleared fields 

made the following analysis 

Tllf' f.' nUllll:' rat 0 r 

These two pictures of farmsteads illustrate unLlvourable iwd 
favourable prospects for power 1 These conditions do not occur 
by accident, instead there are fundamental reasons and these Ilre 
directly related to any extension of electric power Furthpr 
discussion of these factors relating to the attitudes of farmer~ 

follows 
(1) The Nationality of the Farmer 
[ 1 In sorne of the distr1cts, e g , r:algary, the proport 1011 

of the population of 3ritish races 1S high, whereas, for orhero, il 
is quite 1aw, especially for districts narth dnd edst of E~nonton 
The percentage of prospects rated "good" or "fair" for the 1,1st 
mentioned districts is low There are a number of expl/lnations for 
this One may be the natianality of the people r,lthpr thlln 
possible phys1cal or economiC factors [ 1 lIere d greater amounl 
of educational and promotional work will probdbly be neCf.'<'<;,lry for 
extensive rural electrificdtion 13 

Sinee the areas wlth the largest and wealthiest farms, such as the grain 

[arms of southern Alberta, also had among the lowest rates of pOlential 

eustomers per mile, while the are as of poorer, more recently-establi5hed 

12Andrew Stewart, "Rural Electrification in Alherta," vol l, pp 
62-64 65. 

i3Al gie R B":0wn, "Rural Electrification in Alberta," (11 A thesib, 
University of Alberta, 1944), p 11 Brown's bias is further indicated 
by the fact that the second, more prosperous farm he described wa<, 
already equlpped with a combination windmill- and gasoline-drÏ'!pn 
electric plant, according to a captian under the same photograph in A R 
Brown and Andrew Stewart, Farm Electric Plants in Alberta, (Edmonton, 
[1945? 1), P 25 For the heavily Ukrainian Mundare-Smokey Lake 
district, it was estimated only 34 per cent of the farms would be 
connected, the lowest proportion for any district, Andrew Stpwart, 
"Rural Electrificatlon in Alberta," vol l, Table 30, p 83 
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immigrant farmers had the highest farm density, Stawart maintained that 

"in all districts sorne features rnay be favourable and others 

unfavourable " But in fact, even in Stewart 1 s potential service are a 

(that served by existing transmission lines), a division of the 

di~tricts he had drawn up reveals that only 65 2 per cent of farrns north 

oi Edmonton were within 12 mlles of a transmission line, compared to 

HlJ l per cent of southern farms The proportion of farms Stewart 

proposed could be served, ranged from 100 per cent in the are a 

surrounding Calgary, to only 52 6 per cent of those in an immigrant area 

',orne 10 miles northeast of Edmonton 14 

The Soclal Credit government recelved Stewart' s report in March 

1944 and took one cautious step that same rnonth by establishing an 

Alberta Power Commission (This action, however, was not suggested by 

Stewart, whose report was strangely silent on the question of control 

and development of a rural power system It proved to be the start of 

four-and-one-half years of political gestures which left open the 

possibility of public ownership, but were never backed by any political 

wi 11 The three -member Commission was to investigate power and i ts 

dlstnbution at the request of cabinet, but it could a1so develop, 

IIIdllufacture, sell or distrlbute power and was empowered to expropriate 

"the whole or any part of the property, person, firrn or corporation 

lIIanufacturing or distributlng power in Alberta." The creation of the 

Commlssion seemed designed ta rernind voters of power c:llnrnisslons in 

Saskatchewan, Manitoba and Ontario, which were pub1icly-owned uti1ities. 

Elmer Roper, the CCF' s lone MLA, "said he was going to support the bill, 

.ldding he was gratified that the government had yielded to demands such 

legislation be introduced Il The Minister of Public Works, W.A Fa1low, 

l'epl Led that "he had advocated publtc ownership long before Mr. Roper 

hdd entered pollties " He added, that "anything the governrnent did 

would be as a resu1t of lts own political phi1osophy and beliefs and not 

.1S ,1 l'esul t of pressure by outs iders. ,,15 

14My calcua1tions, 
in Alberta," vol l, p 
lire IV and XIV) 

15Edrnonton Journal, 

based on Andrew Stewart, "Rural Electrification 
46, Table 30, p. 83 ~th~ districts referred to 

21 March 1944, ~,24 March 1944. 



1 But even as the bill establishing the Commission was debllted, th~ 

goverrunent moved ta 1 imi t the Cornrniss ion' s powers Attorney-CelWl"1l1 

Lucien Maynard moved to strike a section of the bill which allowed the 

Commission ta take over the management of any plant wi thout cal\S~, 

admitting that Calgary Power and the Edmonton Chdmber of Commerce had 

objected to it After long debBte, he reintroduced the sec t ion wi th ail 

amendment that the plants could be taken over if their mllllllgt'ml'Ilt 

refused to abide by an order of the Public UtUities Board MaVllclnl 

also moved an amendment which established a limit of S100,OOO on lOHIlS 

the Commission could make to develop projects, as well as il maximum 

borrowing for each project 16 

As interest in rural electrification mounted, the Commission served 

ta give the impression the government would soon be intervening to 

ensure it took place, though no clear course of action was given. In Il 

provincial government brochure celebratlng Soc ial Credit"' s achievments 

from 1935 to 1943, the Alberta Power Commission was described as, 

"Empowered to take the necessary steps towards the eventual development 

of Alberta's power resources and the electrification of the rural areas 

of the province" Wartime shortages aided and abetted dmbigui ty rural 

e lectrification was almost always referred to as d poc,t-war 

reconstruction measure, which justified postponing any dp r.ti h'd 

discussion Even the UFA's 1944 convention merely requested, of "tilt' 

proper authorities that as saon as wartlme restrictions are n'movt'd, 

power companies be required to make power available to farmers withln 

reasonable distances of such lines, at reasonable rates "17 

In the provincial election campaign of the surnmer of 194 /., Social 

Credit continued the ambiguity An election leaflet lnvlting voters ta 

"Keep Alberta in the Lead, Vote Social Credit" referred ta surveyc; 

underway and the creation of the Alberta Power Commission 11<J ""teps 

taken ta brlng 'MORE POWER TO THE FARMER '" The CCF, on the other hand, 

l6Ibidem 
17 pAA , Cornelia R Wood Papers, Ace. 74 138, file 

progress in Alberta, 1935-1943, ([Edmonton], [1944]), 
Glenbow-A '_berta Instltute (he reafter, GAI), United Farmers 
Papers, M-397, Minutes of the Thirty-Fifth Annual Convention, 

. {av pub!>," 
pp. 19-20, 
ot Alhf'rta 

1944, P 23. 
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was very precise: its major campaign promise was to take over both the 

oil and power companies and lts slogan was "Resources for the People" 

Roper declared that taking over Calgary Power would be one of the first 

acts of a CCF government in Alberta and called it "the only way to 

ensure there will be rural electrfication such as is sa urgently needed 

hy farmers today" He also promised that the oil company profits, which 

were "pouring out of the ground" would be re~hannelled to pay for new 

public services. 18 

Ironically, the CCF's clarity only encouraged Social Crt::dit to be 

more e lus ive For as a political columnist from outside the province 

observed, the contest came on the heels of the CCF's victory in 

Saskatchewan and its unprecedented popularity across the country: 

This is an election, not 50 mu ch to put the Social Credit 
goVf' cnment back in, or to put anybody in, as to keep the CC. F 
out And the general consensus is that the best way to keep the 
C C.F out is to see that the Social Credit government stays in 19 

In his speeches Premier Manning formulated the problem of rural 

electrification in a variety of ways wlthout ever making his own 

solutions clear "Speaklng of government control of industries [to an 

dudience in Edson], he stated that to take away pnvate monopoly and 

make one huge state monopoly certainly would not change the fundamentals 

of monopoly and it was the fundamentals which Social Credit was 

opposing" In Red Deer he explained that if it took over Calgary Power, 

18Election leaflet in PM, Cornelia R Wood Papers, Acc. 68.74, 
Item lq8: Calgary Albertan, 4 August 1944, Edmonton Journal, 3 August 
19 /14, Calgary Albertan, 21 July 1944 The Alberta CCF' s campaign was 
critlcized for having "lacked the practical appeal of Tommy Douglas' s 
dpproach in Saskatchewan," which had "concern[ed] itself wlth markets, 
pl'lces, fdrm produce, co-op's and health -- matters in which Tommy 
Douglas knows the people of the Prairles ta be interested", Morris C. 
Shumlatcher, "Alberta Election." Canadian Forum, vol 74 (September 
lq44), p 127 Roper replied that Social Credlt had persuadect Albertans 
"thdt it had done wonders in health and educatlon" He explaip2d. "We 
rlwrefore had ta choose between conducting a campalgn of promislng 
something better in the way of social services than the perfection the 
government was claimlng ir already achleved -- or put forward a program 
of social oWnel'Shlp of the rlch natural resourr.es of the provinces[slc], 
\\1hic11 is the basis of the CCF policies", Elmer E Roper in 
"Correspondence," Canadidn Forum, vol 24 (October 1944), p 162 

lq = 
Percy RaVJllng, "Albe!'ta's Dead Issue," Winnipeg Tribur.e, 20 July 



the government would have to pay out $300,000 per year in debentures. 

"but would not be one step nearer rural electrification The problem ts 

not ownership of the plant, but the cost of the transmission lines ta 

reach the farms."20 

There was a third participant in the debate (excludlng the 

Independents who energetically denounced the CCF's proposais for public 

ownership) , the power companies chose the weeks and days ht>fore the 

election ta announce test Installations of electrlc sel-vice in rur.lI 

areas and received wlde coverage for it in the newspapers ln mid-.Iuly 

Calgary Power announced that 100 farms in the Olds ared would be 

connected on an experimental basis for an initial payment of $100 in 

addition to the monthly serVlce charge On August 3, C,madLm Urilitips 

announced that work had been started to connect 60 farms in the Swalwell 

are a near Calgary as "a testing ground for new methods of power Une 

constructlon under whlch the cost of extending power lines to fllrms 

would be greatly reduced" 

45 farms near Vegreville' 

Work would also begin the following week for 

Canadian Utilities's farm customers werp Lo 

receive electric service for "free", that ls the installation charge 

would be added to the monthly fee 21 

After the ballots were counted August 8, ManI'ing' s Social Credit 

was returned with an overwhelming majority' 52 per cent of the vote and 

51 out of 57 seats. The CCF came second in the popular vote with 25 per 

cent, but e1ected on1y two KLAs (Roper and a colleague from Calgary), 

while the Independents received 17 per cent and elected thr~e 

candidates. 22 Social Credit's plans remained as ill-defined in 

20 Edmonton Bulletin, 21 July 1944; Red Deer Advocate, 2 August 19/14, 
21 For the position of the Independent Citizens Association (former 

Conservatives and LiberaIs in an anti-reform alliance), see Calgary 
A1bertan, 26 July 1944 and their advertisement in the Fort MacL(·od 
Gazette, 27 July 1944, which was devoted exclusiv~ly to "C C P 
Mouth~ngs" about socialization of the Chost River dam and rural 
e lectri ficat~on, regarding Calgary Power, see Ca 19ary Herald, 18 .luI y 
1944; for Canadian Vtililles, Ibld, 3 August 1944 The Alberta 
Petroleum Association respondec.. directly ta CCF charges that 011 profite; 
were flowing out of the province ln a staLement published in its 
entirety ln the Calgary Herald, 26 July 1944 

22Alberta, Chlef Electoral Officer, A Report on Alberta Electione;, 
1905-1982, (Edmonton, 1983), p 14 
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government as they had been in the campaign' in December 1944 it asked 

its civil servants to outline courses of action to ensure rural 

electrification A Power Commission memo titled "Information the 

Government would like from the Alberta Power Commission" listed a 

" prac tical" service drea, estimates of capital costs and rate schedules. 

It also listed the possibilities of taking over power production and 

distribution before rural expansion, having the Commission provide rural 

service with power bought from the power companles, or encouraging them 

to provide it through "sorne system of bonusing" Members of toe PO'. ... er 

Commission tended towards the second alternative and the governreent' s 

only decision in the matter in 1945 was to order a complete audit of 

Calgary Power 23 

But if the government was dragging its feet on rural 

electrification, nelther the power companies nor the farmers themselves 

were inclined ta wait A survey of farmers conducted for the Alberta 

Post-War Reconstruction Committee found "that more than 90 per cent of 

those interviewed expressed a desire for immediate construction of the 

proposed lines 

entire Province " 

The demand for electrification i5 general over the 

Indeed, 27 per cent of them were so impatient that 

Lhey planned to acquire gasoline- or windmill-driven lighting plants 

themselves "within an approximate three-year post-war period" In 

addition, by the spring of 1945 there were six small rural electric 

power cooperatives in existence, each with between 20 and 50 members. 

Four were on the outskirts of Edmonton and bought their power from the 

23 pAA , Acc 83 333, Box l, "INFORMATION THE GOVERNMENT WOULD LIKE 
FROM THE ALBERTA POWER COMMISSION," 16 December 1%4, regarding the 
dudit, Minister (i e., W A. Fallow) to W D. King, 22 December 1944, 
"HISTORY SHEET," 23 April 1945, C E Gerhart to Board of Public Utlllty 
Conunlssioners, 2 May 1945; memo "CONFIDENTIAL," 8 N~vember 1945 See 
dlso, Department of Publlc Works Collection, Acc 7678, file "Alberta 
Power Commiss ion, " "Interlm Report for Alberta Power Commission; 
lhscussion of Sorne Plan: and Policies for Electrification" by Ben 
Russell. Director of Wdter Resources, 20 November 1944. The audit was 
conducted bv prominent Edmonton accountant F G Winspear, who was 
cri t ic:ll of Calgary Power' s procedures, "partlcularly as to the 
depn>ciations and values which go into the capital structure and on 
which thE' rate base is established" - - sorne of WhlCh had been initiated 
in case the federal government might excerc ise i ts right to expropriate 
in lQ30. under the terms of the water power license 



68 

City; another, in Sundre, ran its own diesel engine and generator, tl\(> 

sixth hoped to buy a military power line from the federa l Wtir Asst't., 

Corporation The end of the war brought an increaslng number of 

requests by Edmonton aréa farmers for City power and in June its coullcll 

adopted a poliey to sell power in bulk "to proper1v constituted rural 

distributing ageneies ,,24 

This trend seems ta have been viewed with dtsmay by Calgary Powpr 

Before the end of the war, lts manager hdd to~d the Clty's pOWt'1 

department the company was "not lnterested" in ~upplying two group" 01 

farmers near the city, but by the end of llJ4S, company olfld,ils Il,HI 

announeed plans to extend lines to one of them 

of the Salisbury Light and Power Cooperative, also supp1lE'd hy the CI ty 

of Edmonton, eomplained that it wished to extE'nd its linE' to ~prve other 

farmers, "but the Calgary Power seems to be hemming us 1 n '>0 WP ('[I(lIlot 

do very much " Calgary Power' 5 interest in serving fanns l11'dr Edmonton 

is easily understood: while Stewart had expeetE'd an avprage of only 1 ~ 

farm customers per mile of line, the Namao Cooperativp h,1<1 ï6 

subscribers on only 5 75 mlles of line rn addttion, the tannt'l-S wprp 

engaged in dairy farming in the "milk shed" ~upplying Edmonton and could 

use eleetrie applianees (sueh as fridges, water heaters, or milk 

eoolers) whieh would lead to high rate!> uf consumplton l') 

24Alberta, Legislative Assembly, Sessional Papers, 19!~5, vol )9, 

pt 3, Alberta Post-War Reconstruction Committee, "Report ot thp Survpy 
on Agrieu1tura1 Plans and Intentions," (Appendix 2, Part 1), pp 16, 18, 
PM, Ace. 83 333, Box l, F J Fit'patnck to W D King, 27 May !947, 
City of Edmonton Archives (herea'ter, EA), Clipping~ file, "l'.dmonton­
Power Plant, 1945-63," cllppings dated 6 June dnd 1'3 June 19!~c) 

25 EA , Commissioner's files, uncatalogued, flle "Pow(·r <;upply and 
Calgary Power Company, 1939-40-4-5," undated "t1(,mOrdndum for Flle," 
signed R.J Gibb, (internal evidence suggest~ thf' mpetlng 'NdS Nov('III~lI'r 

24, 1944), Edmonton Journal, 13 November 19l~,), PM, Ace H'3 H3, Box 
l, copy of J W Hosford to F J Fitzpatrick, n d , dnd F Cr(~'>'>'N(·ll ln 

F J Fitzpatnek, n d , attached to F J Fitzpdtrick ta W [) King, '11 
May 1947, Andrew Stewart, "Rural Electrlfic<l.tlon in Allwrtfl," '/Cll l, 
p. 67 These original rural electrlc cooperati'/es in the Edmon,oT! area 
were in 1962 a1so the first to be swallowed up by C.dgnry Power, Il W 
Webber, "Historieal Information on REA '~," (Manuseript in the 1 ibrllry 
of the Alberta Department of Vtilitles and Telecommunications), '13 
November 1976, p l 
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Through 1945, 1946 and 1947 Calgary Power, Canadian Utilities and 

Northland Utilities slowly expanded rural electric service. They did 50 

on the ir own terms, observed but not regulated by the Power Commission. 

Hl)wever, W D King, the Commission chairman, was under no illusion as to 

what was I)ccurlng In November 1946 he wrote: "It i5 quite apparent 

that the prlvate power companies are endeavouring to extend their 

distribution of power in the most profitable farrn areas of the 

province ,,26 

Calgary Power began near Olds by charging a $100 payment and a 

monthly service charge of $5.00, with additional power over the first 20 

KWH charged at two cents per KWH As the Power Commission noted: 

"Therefore the farmer was paying forever $4 60 per rnonth toward the 

cap1tal cost of the 11ne and the replacement of it later on" As noted 

above, Canadian Utilities began in Swalwell and Vegrevi11e with a $5.00 

month 1y charge and d rate of three cents per KWH for power conswned in 

excess of 20 KWH per month "This meant that the farmer paid $4 40 per 

month forever for the installation and also pa id fifty per cent more for 

power than under the Calgary Power plan." 

Canadian Utilities had changed its policy. 

By the spring of 1947 

while they had previously 

paid wiring and other expenses for farm houses which were three-quarters 

of B mile or less apart, they demanded contributions of $100 per farm 

from farmers in the a district where farm houses were a mile or more 

dpart 27 

Calgary Power quickly abandoned the races charged near Olds and by 

the end of 1945 had elaborated a plan which threw full responsibility 

tor electrlfication onto the farmers Farmers contributed $700 each 

(sometimes slightly less or more depending on whether the distance 

between farms was more or less than three-quarters of a mile) and formed 

cooperatives which hired Calgary Power as a contractor to build "their" 

1 i ne '> In return for another $2.50 per month, Calgary Power took care 

of ordinarv maintenance, meter reading, billing, liability insurance and 

set up slnking funds for the lines. It is interesting that the company 

)6 3 '- p\.r.., Ace. 8 333, Box 1, memo "RURAL ELECTRIFICATION, DEWINTON 
PROPOSAL," 16 September 1946 

2I pAA . Acc 83 333, Box l, memo "RURAL ELECTRIFICATION," 1945. 
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charged not only much more than initial investments made by members of 

the eariier farmer- initiated cooperatives (uslldlly between $100 and 

$200), but substantially more than the $672 which CandtUan Utilitil?s in 

1946 calculated as its capital olltlay per connection 2R 

Both companies a1so considered rut"dl electrlfic,1tlon in tllPir 

Saskatchewan operations, but fo1lowed a dtfferent course of .let ion 

there Canadian Utilities concluded the fanners would hav(' to 1)(> 

organized into cooperatives ta reduce maintendncl' .Ind mt.> tel" -1 f',Hllng 

costs; Calgary Power' s subs idiary, the Prai rie Powe r Company. lnfonnpL! 

the government that it would require subsidization fur ,my progrdm of 

rural extensions But the Minister of Natural Resources in the Ilt'w C;:F 

government, J L Phelps, decided the Saskatchewan Power COlOmission wouid 

take over aIL the province's power resources it purcha&ed the Prairie 

Power Company at the end of 1945 and Canadian Utilities's Saskatchewan 

operations in 1946 29 

In Alberta, the switch was flipped on the two companies' pilot 

rural electrification projects with great fanfare Canadian Utilltles 

opened its rural power lines near Vegreville in June 1%5 with "thf' 

first rural electrificatlon field day in western Canaùa Fort y 

autos brought farmers and their families from the immediate district to 

the farm home of John Mast to see ta what uses electrical energy wa<; 

being put, and a demonstration of power and domestic eltuipment" Ki ng 

was on hand on behalf of the Power Commission, along with the assistant 

deputy minis ter of agriculture, to express their appreciaLion for tlw 

experiment A year later the company had refined its stage management 

when the Vegreville line was extended to 30 Willingdon area tnrm~. more 

th an 400 farmers gathered for an official ceremony turnlng the switch 

28 pAA , Acc. 83.333, Box l, Ibidem; Calgary Albertan, 8 April lY47 
29Lois Volk, "The Social Effects of Rural Electrificati()n ln 

Saskatchewan," pp 53, 56-57, 58, 66-67, on Canadian Utilities' plans 
fOI rural expansion in Saskatchewan, see "Prairie Rural Electrification 
Plan Llmited Only by Shortage of Suppl ies," Financ ial Post. n Apr il 
1946. In spite of making the Saskatchewan Power Commission a publ ie 
monopoly, in the years which followed, the CCF government concentratf!d 
on development of the transmission system and had added only 699 new 
farm customers by 1948, Lois Volk, "The Social Effects of Rural 
Electrification in Saskatchewan," pp. 67-69 
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The province's district agriculturist acted as master of ceremonies and 

lhe local MLA spoke 

There was a gay pageanlry of colorfu1 Ukrainian costumes 
during a stage performance by Willingdon residentc;.. They depicted 
tb~ march of progress from the late 19th century to modp.rn power 
conveniences 

The artlsts portrayed the old farm life when household chores 
lacked the assistance of electric power From the days of 
washboards, dim lamps and old fashioned carpet sweepers they showed 
the advance ta power washing machines. brilliantly lighted homes 
and Vdcuum cleaners 

For i ts part, Ca] garj Power concentrated lts publiC.lty on setting up 

cooperatives a plan ta COTII'P-Ct 600 farms near Ponoka began with a mass 

meeting in June 1945, "with a full house and interest high. Then, at 

the Ponoka stampede, the advantages of rural electrification were 

explained by means of a public address system ,,30 

The power companies' proJects, however, did Little to arouse 

LJrmers' enthusiasm for private developrnent For in spi te of the 

fanfare, th~ companies' projects were extremely 1imited in scale: 

Calgary Power claimed to be operating from a nine-year rural 

electrification program, but provided service ta only 108 farms in 1945 

and planned to connect 600 more in 1946. Out of 1,500 new connections 

hy Canadian Utllities in 1945, only somewhat more than 10 per cent were 

f arms and the company planned to connect about the same number in 1946. 

Both uttlities said their expansion plans would "depend on the 

.!va i labili ty of mate rials. " 31 The resul ts did not compare favourably 

with E'ither the number of new, non-farm customers being connected in 

Alb~rta, nor with the pace at which public power companies were bringing 

plE'ctricity to farms in Manitoba (Saskatche·.van was far behind, due to 

i ts 1 imi ted powe r gr id) . 

30Edmonton Journal, 22 June 1945, Ibid., 16 September 1946; 
12.i9~ ... 18 March 1946; regarding Calgary powe7,"Ibid., 6 August 1945. 

)l"Prairie Rural Electrification Plan Limited On1y by Shortage of 
Supplies," Financial Post, 27 April 1946 



TABLE VI 

NUMBER OF ALBERTA FARMS SERVED BY CENTRAL ELECTRIC STATIONS 
COMPARED TO TOTAL NUMBER OF CUSTOMERS IN ALBERTA 

year 

1944 

1945 

1946 

1947 

1948 

Source: 
and 6. 

AND TO FARMS SERVED IN SASKATCHEWAN AND MANITOBA 

total farrns farrns fa n1l5 

custorners served served ~erved 

Alberta Alberta Sask. Manitoha 

105,000 1,244 293 1,070 

112,000 1,620 417 1.236 

121,000 1,391 486 2,311 

131,000 2,275 739 3,496 

142,000 3,393 1, /27 5,694 

Alberta Power Commission, Annual ReEort, 1953, p 10, TablE":; Cl 

Service in a few areas only made farmers e1sewhere impatient The 

UFA' S 1945 convention debated one resolution which noted that "sorne 

experirnental work has been started in sorne parts of Alberta" Ilnd 

therefore asked for rural electrification in the central, parklllnd 

are as , while c1nother cited "experimental work [which) has bepn bLllrf'd 

in northern and central Alberta" and a<>ked for rural eleclriflclltlon "In 

the southern part of the province " By November 19{~5, farmers ln If! 

communi ties had a5ked the government or the Power Commic.,., i on for 

electric service. 32 

At, the same time, organized farra groups were able to agree that t1w 

development of rural power should take place under publ ic ownersh ip ln 

a brief to the Postwar Reconstruction Committee ln Dpcember 19/~/1, t tl(' 

UFA had hesitantly "commend[ed] again to [ the COlOm i l t ('(.' " ) 

consideration. 

Ontario ... " 

the success of the publicly owned Hydro-Electrlc ln 

The January 1945 convention merely asked the Pow('r 

Commission "to proceed with rural electrification," whlle tt-w UlèWA 

"urge(d] the Provincial Governrnent ta bring Ahout the electriticat ion of 

rural areas, as a pas twar proj ec t wth the u1 timate idea of publ i c 

32GA1 M-397, M1nutes of the Thirty-Sixth Annual Convention of the 
United Farmers of Alberta, 1945, pp. 13, 14, PM, Ace. 83.333, B0x l, 
"RURAL ELECTRIFICATION," 23 November 1945 
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ownership of such systems " But the UFA was no longer the only farm 

group in the province. the Alberta Farmers' Union was now competing 

',;ith it for members and influence and took a much stronger stand. The 

AVU' 5 committee on reconstruction called on the province "ta develop 

[electricJ service as a public enterprise on the basis of service" 

By the end of the ye:H, the AflJ had won the UFA executive over to 

its view5 dnd the two groups pre5ented a Joint brief on rural 

f:'lf:'ctrification ta the government The brief called on the province to 

Lake over existlng transmission facllities and to begin developing them 

for comprehenslve rural serVlce in the next year, ln a system based on 

the Ontar io mode 1 Not only did ft ~all for power ta be provided ta 

t.:umers at cost, the brief propor,eJ that "the provincial government 

~hould bear part of the initial cos' of constructing the rural lines, as 

ltas been done e lsewhere, and that the government should make grants - in­

nid equal to 50 pel' cent of the cos t as a measure of aid to 

agr icul ture . " The contents of the brief were later endorsed at the 

dnnual conventions of bath organizations and by the Alberta Federation 

of Agricul ture, which included commodity groups and producers' 

cooperatives, as well as the UFA and AFU 33 

Al though &hortly after rece l Vil~g the UFA-AflJ j oint brie f, Manning 

toid reporters his government was "vitally" interested in rural 

f'!ectrification and even noted that the Alberta Power Commission' s 

power5 included expropriation, he a1so admitted no decision had yet been 

tdken the matter l t seems to have taken the maj or part of 1946 

bdore he even dsked the Power Commission for any proposaI. The 

Commission itse1f began to press for the right to enter the power 

33 pAA , Winiired Ross Papers, Acc. 71 420, Item 29, "Brief presented 
to the Alberta Postwar Reconstructi.on committee by the United Farmers of 
Alberta, December 1944," p 14; GAI, M-397, Minutes of the Thirty-Sixth 
Annu.ll Convention of t he United Farmers of Alberta, 1945, pp 13, 14; 
t-linutes of the rhirtieth Annual Convention of the United Farm Women of 
Albertd, lQ45, p 5, on the AFU's position, GAI, H E. Nichols Papers, 
M-900, file L17, "Report of the Reconstruction Conunittee"; PM, Ace, 
7l'~20, rtl'Ill 4, Hi!lutes of meeting 0f the executives of the U.F.A. and 
A.F li , 6 Septcmber 1945, Joint brier as cited in Edmonton Journal, 13 
November l Q4:"; PM, Alberta fed€rat~on of Agriculture Papers, Acc 
80 150, Minutes of the 1945 Annual Meeting, pp. 19-20 
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business: in September 1946 King recommended that the Commission bf' 

authorized to buy a military airport and extend lts power line to serve 

234 farms "This would be a good demonstrat ion uni t t 0 prove l'OS {!... 

constructlon, operatlon, rates, etc and i11so the finan,'idl twIp tllllt 

might be expected from ferm users to carry a ProvincLll Iv OWl\pd nll',li 

electrification programme," he wrote. 

request, however 34 

No action was tdkt'Il Oll thl!:> 

In mid-December, Manning finally asked the Power COlllmission fnl' ".111 

extensive ten-year plan to electrify thirty-thousand or sueh ottlt'r 

feas ible figure as may be found expedient over the !:>uccppd i Ilg t ('Il 

years " Manning had met Herbert Cottingham, former chainllan of tlH' 

Manitoba Power Commlssion and member of the Manitobd Electrifle,itlon 

Enquiry Commission, who impressed on him the impoL'Llflt'(· of dv()idlll!~ 

"pieee meal" expans ion Therefore, the power companies wOllld iw askpc! 

to expand "only in accordance with this long rang€' pLll1," wh!l .. ttH' 

plan itself should lObe prepdred on the basi, that the Power COlllml<,s[oll 

would have avallable the present power lines, facilitleb and e'uulll)!, 

capaeity of the present power companies" Manning also hired CoU lnp,tllllll 

to review the Alberta Power Commission' s plans and advlse the govprnlll('llt 

on them 35 

Cottingham's report, submitted February 28, 1947, recolllmpndl'd 

publ ic ownership, pure and simple "It is a sound policy that bllCh 

service, so vital, entering every phase of the life of the people bp 

owned and operated by the government" But he also maintained iL wouid 

be less cos tly "On a conservative estimate of the savlng!:> ln oVf.>rhelld 

includlng the amount these companies paid in income and excp.,<, prof 1 t 

taxes, also the savings on interest (assuming the governmenL Cdn !>orrow 

money at 3%), would permit a substantial reduction in the present rates, 

and farm electrificatio.1 would be operated on a much sounder and le!", 

costly basis," In his Vlew, the motive for acquiring the power 

companies was "a benevolent one and not for profit," so he propoc;ed Jow 

34Edmonton Journal, 21 November 1<:'45, PAA, Ace. 83.333, Box l, 
memo "RURAL ELECTRIFICATION DEWINTON PROPOSAL," 16 September 1%6 

3'j'PAA, Acc. 83 333, Box l, untitled me ma marked "16/~ 8 14," 11. 
December 1946. 
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interest loans ta help farmers pay for wiring and appliances; a rapid 

increase in electric generating capacity to permit rapid service 

expansion; construction of new extensions at a rate of 5,000 farms per 

year (instead of the proposed 2,000), and maintaining a mix of sparsely 

dnd ùen~ely populated areas, even in the early stages of construction 

Perhaps Cottingham's most radical proposaI was an absolute principle of 

urhan-rural cros~-~uhsldizatlon 

The rates ta the farmers should be the same as dornestic users 
in the vl11age~ The farmer must h~ve a rate to enable him to use 
dbundant power for aIL his farm operations and domest~c 

requirements The cost ot bringing service to the farmer is heavy 
and it can ooly he justlfied and the proJect made self-llquidating 
when the farmer rnakes plentiful use of the electrical energy 
Power should be ~old directly ta the consumer, if sold in bulk to 
municipalities, cities. towns and villages and a profit made by 
them, it defeats the pol1cy that the bencHt of the natural 
resources should he shared by aIl 36 

1 n the summer of 1947 the premIer began negotiations with the power 

companies on the extension of rural electrification using only the ten­

yE'ar plan for pnvate development the Power Commlssion had devised 

ThIS plan called on Calgary Power ,md Canadian UtUities to begin a 

program for providing service at a uniform rate to at least 21,500 farms 

over the next ten years within the areas covered by their transmission 

llOPS dnd extendlng transmission ta areas with comparable density The 

only ~ubsidy Mdnning offered in hlS first letter ta the power companles 

WdS an amount equdl to the 50 pe~ cent of the federai corporate income 

tdX for utilities, whieh Ottawa had recently agreed ta turn over :::0 the 

provinces (the amount the provinclal treasury would lose under 

l'xpropriation) Manning concluded with a velled threat "The 

l;overnment of Alberta would prefer to have the programme, herein 

outlined, implemented by the present Companies but the development of 

36 pAA , Acc 83 333, Box 2, report to the Alberta Power Commission 
hy Herbert Cottingham, 28 February lQ47. It Is interesting ta note that 
the Fdrmers' Union of Alberta eventually learned of Cottingham' s report 
.md dsked the Premier' s office for a copy, only to be told i t was 
"confidential"; PAi\., Ace. 69 289, file 16l5A, R J. Bouthllier ta E.C. 
Hdtming, 4 March 1950, and E C. Manning ta R J Bouthilier, 8 March 1950. 
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the Province has reached the stage where a comprehensive programme of 

rural electrification cannot longer be delayed "37 

In negotiations beginning in the swruner and continuing into tilt' 

fall, the power companies accepted the pace of construction sugggpst~d 

in Manning's letter However thev made i.t clear thev found the t"ate 111' 

proposed (dt the Power Corrunisslon's suggestIon) too low dt ,1 $3 {ln 

minimum net bill includtng 20 ktlowatt hours, tntended as it W,l!> to p<lY 

half the capital cost Neither company wanted to pay <Illy of tlw l'dpitdl 

costs and this lav at the heart of their concerns "lt is thp providing 

of the fifteen million dollars for rural distribution I .les (exclusive 

of generation and transmission) that is the real problt>m," explllilwd 

G A Gaherty, president of Calgary Power He proposed charglng $/~O ppr 

connection as part of "the 'Sprtngbank Plan' under which the LH"l\Ipr!> 

organize themselves tnto co-operatives to provide the capital eo~t of 

the rural distribution system and receive service at a correspondingly 

lower rate." Canadian Utilities wished to continue to build tht> l'ost 

into the monthly bill through d higher service charge Though tht' 

goverrunent proposed subsidizing h,üf of the capital cost!;, for polit 1<,,11 

reasons neither company wanted to recelve any subsidy and ,>uggP,>tp<! Il 

be pald ta the farmers or thetr cooperatlve!> 38 

The civil servants who made up the Alberta Power Commi<..sion h,j(j 

little patience with these proposaIs and toid Manning so 

The Cornpanies make no comrnitments as ta Betusl cOIl,>truct JO/l 

programmes but infer [sic] such will take pl~ce as and wh('11 
possible and, incidentally, in area& profitable ta theillselv~s 

In neither of these proposaIs dops the AlIwrta Powpr 
CommiSSion see any particular beneftt to the public of AllH'rtli or 
practical suggestion for brtllging speedily to the Llnner,> of 
Alberta the benefits of rural electrlficatfon at rea&ondble rates 

The first proposal [by Calgary Power] b &imply to ,>el1 powpr 
at a profitable rate and provide facilities at a figure which WIll 
safely caver costs at no nc;k throughout Le the Company The 
second proposaI [by Canadian Utilitles] takes responsfbilfty for 

37 pAA , Acc 69 289, file 1347, W 0 King to E C Manning, Il luly 
1947, E.C Manning ta G A Gaherty, 11 Ju1y 1947 

38 p.AJ\, Ace" 69 289, fi le 1347, W 0 King (on behalf of the mernbers 
of the Alberta Power Commission) to E C. Manning, 22 October 1947, G A 
Gaherty to E.C. Manning, 28 August 1947; PAA, Ace. 83.'33'3, Box l, 
"POWER SITUATION," 30 September 1947" 
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the capital cost but charges adequately for this in the rate and 
also se Ils power at a profitable figure 

Citing Cottingham's report, the Commissioners co~cluded 

If it is the desire of the Goverrunent to engage in expansion 
of distrtbution of electric energy throughout the Province, and 
wi th part icular reference to the extension of rural 
electrification, it would be the view of your Commission that such 
a poliey Cfln best be carried out by taking over the existing 
fdci 1 i t les of the Power Companies and operatlng the same as an 
lntegrated unlt as a Public Utility through the Alberta Power 
CommIssion 39 

lh~lr reco~nendation, however, evinced no response from Manning and was 

Tl('ver heard from again 

Cottingham' s and the commissioners' proposaI were probably doomed 

from the start, gi ven the orientation Manning' s governrnent had already 

announced for its post-war rehabilitation projects In 1944, A J 

Hooke, the Provinc i<11 Secretary and chairman of the Rehabilitation 

Comm i t tee, reJ ec ted the notio.. of governments undertaking large - scale 

public works ln an interview with Maclean's Magazine, because the 

t dxatlon and borrowing they required would reduce purchasing power and 

dpplcte Incomes 

"Then," says Mr Hooke, "the Goverrunent, having assumed 
rpspon~ibility [or maintaining 'full employment,' and industry 
being faced with a diminishing home market with aIl the 
dlslocatlng consequences of uneconomiC competition resulting from 
this condition -- and with Government controis and interference it 
IS IneVitable that the situation will develop with increasing 
momentum toward the stifling of private enterprise and the 
pmergence of a so~ialistic state "40 

[n Manning's budget speech, delivered March 5, 1948, he made it clear 

hlS government would maintain a "pay-as-you go" budgetary policy, 

pxp,mding "essential" public services without borrowing or increased 

The paliey was "designed to safeguard the people of the 

Pnwinee l'rom the re-occurence in future years of the unbappy 

19 pAA , Ace. 69.289, file 1347, W.D. King (on bebalf of the members 
of the Alberta Power Commission) to E.C. Manning, 22 October 1947. 

40B N Moore, "Design for the Future," Mac1ean's Magazine, vol. 57 
II December 1944), p. 43. 
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experiences of the past," when goverrunents had borrowed heavi 1 V fOL" 

expensive projects 41 

Moreover, in 1947 the goverrunent made it cledr ta Calgary Powt> 1 lt 

had no intention of taking over the company, That year the ft'dt>l"1l1 ,md 

provincial governments signed an agreement recognizing WdU'I' r i !l,ht~ ,I~ .l 

part of the powers granted to Alberta in the lq lO NdtliLd Rl'SOlll'l'l'S 

Transfer Act and giving it full jurisdiction over hvdrO-t'lt'l'tt le 

development The federal operating license Calgdry POWI>I had n'('pivpd 

in 1929 for dams on the Bow River had given the gOVE'lIlIl1E'nt thl' right tn 

buy the plant when th'=! ] icense explred in 1980 and the 11I11l ,lgl'Pl'lIIl'll! 

transferred that right ta the provtnce ln fact, the right lo blly tht' 

dams was more of an obltgation, which t'nsured the compllny HlId i tb 

investors that Calgary Power would not be saddled with tlH'm ... hould tlwlr" 

license not be renewed But the possiblity of exercislng thd! right 

immedlately was never raised in the di SCUSb ions on 

electriflcation, nor is there even any indication the members of thf' 

Power Commission were aware of it,42 

The negottation process which led to 

electrification program bears a striking resf~mblance to the means for 

dealing wtth social problems which Manning \>lould propose two decades 

later ln his politl.cal manifesto calling for "social conberviltl~m" 

Polltical Realignment A Challenge to Thought[ul Canadldn'l 111 that 

work, Mannlng expressed the belief that the developm!'nt of Illlml\rl 

resources should be the ultimate goal of physical resource,> dt~vplopmellt 

41Alberta, Legislative Absembly, Budget Speech of ttlP lion Enw ... t 
C Manning, Treasurer of the Province of Alberta, 19h8, p 19 

42Edmonton Journal, 30 September 1972= Dor:UlllenLltioll of thl ... 
entire issue is strlkingly absent from the Premlt·r'., Papf~I-<, ln thf· 
Provincial Archives for the late 1940s In 1%0, lhe pro'/In< Ld 
goverrunent gave Calgary Power a 20-year extenbion on it", 01.H'rnlillt, 
lieenses and added a clause that obliged thE' provtnce lO buy 1111 1 rw 
company's assets at market priee should the licf~n,>w, lIol he rp[\l'wpr!, 
PM, Sessiona1 Papers, Aec 73 51, Item 2 '39, "Memorandum 0 i agn!PllIenl." 
1 June 1960 - between the Province of Alberta and Calgary Power Lld " 
In 1972 the new Conservatlve government cancelled the obligation in Il 

bilateral agreement, but not before having caused considerable confu~lorl 
about a purported "secret" 1947 agreement ta buy Cdlgary Power b, the 
year 2000; Edmonton Journal, 29 September 1972 
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and conceded that the concentration on physical resources as an end in 

themselves constituted a failing of contemporary society. But since he 

baw physical resources as the private sector' s rightful preserve, his 

solution was to encourage its social concern and action through the 

"ReqUE'bt for Proposal" program Under R F P , adapted from the American 

nerospace program, the government would set goals for soclal programs 

such as daycare or houslng, and then invite tenders for carrying them 

qut The government would monitor and coordinate resul ts, but the 

unplemenlation would be left entlrely ta the private sector. Manning 

lllmsplf ,<,ees lhe negotiations for rural electrlficatlon as differing 

tram R F P by the absence of open bids and the less specifie nature of 

the program, but chey were still marked by the ready ass ignrnent ta the 

private bector of the dut Y for lmplementing a proJect with social rather 

t hdt1 pconomic goals and by the reliance on the power companies for 

proposing the ways and means ta carry it out 43 

It sepms likely that the government's plans had been set by the 

time Manning brought down his 1948 budget, though no formaI decision was 

recorded Calgary Power's superintendent of rural electrification, F.T. 

l;dle, wrote to King in Oecember 1947, unsuccessfully asking for the 

Power Commission' s approval of their proJects, since he had "gained the 

impresslon from our conversation [of November 18] that you favored the 

prinClple of dis tr tbuting eleetricity through farm Co-operative 

Associations," though Mann:ng had "intimated that our plan is not 

entirply sati.sfactory ta the Government " Calgary Power had already 

'ipollbored the formation of seven rural electric cooperatives in 1947 and 

(plt secure enough to sponsor 28 more by the end of September 1948, all 

of which were duly chartered by the provinr.e By election day on August 

11, 1948, three of them had received guarantees on their borrowing from 

the Provincial Treasurer worth $92,937 60, another guarantee for $8,800 

WdS granted on August 19 However, Calgary Power remained apprehensive 

,ibout a goverrunent takeover and in February 1948 took the precaution of 

orgHniz ing a subs idiary, ~arm Electric Services Ltd , to take complete 

LdDennis G. Groh, "The Political Thought of 
thesis, University of Calgary, 1970), pp. 74-75; 
C. Manning by the author, 29 August 1986, 

Ernest Manning," (M.A. 
interview with Ernest 
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charge of rural service. 

smaller target should publ le oWllPr!'>lll p b(>('ol11P un.lVO i d.lb 1 t'. Il'dV 1 Il/', t Ill' 

l'est of the company intact 44 

As the Social Credit govt'rnl1\t'l\t ddVd\\l't'd tOWdld-• .Ill 1,1.,\ t 1\\1\. 

Hanning dlsplayed a shrC'wd vaguC'tlt'SS ll'g<u"dillg tlll' lutul\' ni llll,t! 

electrification Elmer Roper and Libercll It:>adl'l Il.11"\1\'1" l'row,>., dl'CU'd·d 

Manning of ignoring his promise!'> of rur,l1 t'It'ct rif il'c1t ion, hut Ill' dl'1l11'd 

any changt:> in poliey "The govenul1pnt is Il\ovill~" tOWdld dtt.lÏl1Illl'lIt 01 /1 

province-wide system of rural eleet rifil'dt iOIl IlIpidlV Il'> 

circumstanees justify and it is in the intel"(·<,ts 01 tlH' p('opll'," Ill' 

stated blandly. When challenged, Manning insistl'd thl' gllVl·rtlllll'llt Itlld "II 

definite plan, Il but refused to deSCI"ihe it 4:' 

None of this eliminated rtll"cll electtifie.1tion .1<, d politi\'al j-,·.Ut· 

On the contrary, Manning l"eceivE'd tlll' lollowin?, Wdlïtllll', III ".Illv 

December 1947 fromll R. Mil llP 1" , pn'~idt'llt (lf C.I\l.l!lldll Utllitl'oO, 

l am not bure whE'ther Vou know it, but 1 dlll told th.1I .11 tl)(' 
recent meeting of the Alberta Wlwat Poo] tlt''!"l' Wd'> d lot of klckill/'. 
about the slow progress of tiH' rur,d l']('l'trifl(dtloll dl'v!'lo}llllt'lll 
1 think that SOIllP of thpm rLill,:l' the· <,I!OJ"tH/'P of matl'I"!'il oIllcl Ih,1I 
there is no prObpect of an inunf·dldte large dpvl·lopuH,"t l!oWl'Vt'l, 
same are vpry in!'>ibtent thdt the (;ovet"luul'lIL !:>hould IIOW ÇClllllllll 
itself to some policy even if it would ItdVf' !o n·m.dll ill tlll' 
wrapper for the next two or thrpe ypar<, thillk tltlc; Vil'W l" 
entitled to SOIlle weight dnd, frolll cl 1,01itlc,11 Polll! o! vll'w, it 
might weIl be good poliey to come to SOIllf' d('ci',OT! .Inti 111.&\:1' ·,UIlIt· 

announceIllent wpll in advancp of ttw n('xt prOVII\( LII ,,11'( 1 )(J/I 

Rural electrification could be made a very lIve i~~ul' ~G 

Manning, however, chose a very dif[prpllt. tactil wll('1l hl' (0111,·r! 1 Ill' 

provincial eleetion in la te July 191,8 

opened the campaign, Manning I1wntiOIll'd thl' 01 

electrification, as WE'll as the dr~ulllenL OV('!" wilc'Ihl'!" LIli' pl"lJlll1t 1 I(JII dllfl 

44 pAA , Ace, 69 289, file 1347, F.r Gale to 'vJ D Y/tlg, (J /)('I;{'IIIIH'r 
1947; PAA, Department of Agriculture n'cords, Acc /'1 HJ7, [1('/11 '11/, 
F J Fitzpatrick to David Ure, 22 SeptE'rnhpr 1'JI~8, inforrna! jOli on 
Calgary Power's intentions in setting up Farm E]pcLr!c Servlces l.td. 
from an interview wi th Douglas Gibson, it!'> current m.llnagC'r, 21 AU/jU!'Jl In6 

45Edmonton Journal, 17 and 18 MardI ] 9/~8 The IlId(·p('nr!f'rrt·, h.lfl 
been reborn as the Liberal Party afLer lhp ]9/~/, {~l(>('LioTl 

46 pAA , Ace 

December 1947. 
69.289, file 1)1~7, Il R. l1ilner lo E.C 
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distribution would be better carried out by private companies or a 

provinc ial Power Commiss ion "This is a matter in which the Government 

feels the people should be given an opportunity ta express their will," 

he explained and proceeded to announce a plebi_scite in which voters 

would be asked to choose 

The plebiscite asked Albertans the fol:owing question: 

Do you favour the generation and distribution of electricity being 
continued by the Power Companies as at present? 

OR 
Do you favour the generation and distribution of electricity being 
made a publicly-owned utility administered by the Alberta Power 
Commlssion? 

Mark the figure "1" next to your choice. 47 

S~veral years later, a former legislature reporter explained the 

strategy succinctly. 

In 1948 there was a strong demand for Goverrunent ownership of 
eleetric power faeilities and an expanded program of rural 
eleetrification 1 It was something that amounted ta an issue. 
Manning killed it quickly by calling a pleb~scite. 

Mdnning explains the decision to hold lt as follows 

You could get a consensus among the utility people, the eities that 
had had experience in the electrlc energy, b'.lt as l say you had a­
- it was made a polltical lssue by the CCF and it dldn't make one 
iota of difference what figures you produced, or how many studies 
you had, you never got anywhere because they Just kept saying, We 
want public ownership period SA our conclusion was -- it wasn't a 
big deal, lt was only one of d dozen things that we were workin5 on 
at the same t ime bl't we were pretty weIL satisfied that the 
publ i c of Alberta would not support public ownership of power, we 1 d 
been saying that repeatedly for years and we thought, Now Let's get 
it confi rmed one way or the other and then as far as we' re 
coneerned that's it 

Fpw other topics drew much attention during the late summer campaign: 

Soc ial Credit promised to continue to expand oil production and spend 

47 "Confidence in Elec tion Manifes ta," Canadian Social Crediter, 29 
Julv 1948, the text of the question is given in the government's 
brochure, in PM, Ace. 68.74, Item 225, "Electrifying Alberta, There 
Are Two Alterndtives ... Yours ls The Choice." This 15 the only copy of 
the government' s brochure which could be located at the Provincial 
Archives of Alberta, the fact that it was in the private papers of a 
former MLA, not any government records, suggests its distribution was 
fairly limited. 



the revenues from leases and royalties on agricultural services, public 

health, social welfare, education and roads, which left the opposition 

parties to argue over which programs most deserved the mont.'y and hnw 

the y should be lmplemenred 48 

Manning dec lared himse lf neutral in the p leb isc 1 te campaign <Inti 

gave speeches across the province listing the advantligt>s tllld 

disadvantages of bath public and private ownership His l'l'nt l'Ill 

message, however, was that the number of fanus whieh could tH' 

electrified, which he estimated to be not more th,m one-thlrd of tht· 

total, would be no different under public ownership th,m privatp hl'cllu<,(, 

of technical factors. To this he would add cl comparison of ... tatbtlcs 

Manitoba's Power Comnllssion served 4,670 farms after 12 ye,lrc; of ptfol't. 

four years after public ownershlp, Sdskatchewan 1 ~ ~e rvl'd onl y 700, 

Alberta' s private utllities already served 3,370 farms, would eonnect 

1,700 the next year and had ordered equlpment for 2. ')00 more III 1 <)')0 

Manning added. "Cost involved in government purchasp of power 

facilities already in existence, plus expansion of facilltipc; dnd 

distribution of electricity would certalnly involve a good many mi!! lonc; 

of dollars " Finally, he pointed out thdt taxpayers, Llther than t IH' 

utili ties' shareholders, would have to bear "the enormous (\pbt loud" and 

the consequences of any los ses Manning's exposition of the prohlem 

would make i t ha rd for his lis teners to see why, ,111 th ine'> pre'>umah 1 y 

being equal, the taxpayers would want ta take the risk and hard ta 

48Andrew Snaddon, "Alberta' s Manning 50 l idari ty and SuccP<, '>. " 

Saturday Night, vol. 68 (31 January 1953), P 21; Edmonton Journal, ')6 
July 1948; Ibid, 28 July 1948. An independent reporl by Uldrlottp 
Whitton in 194'7"had described the soc.ial welfare '!'ysLem cl'> being ln "<1 

chaotic situation, with relief given arhitrarily by the munlclpalitjps," 
while the rnunicipaliues themselves demanded greater provjfl( LJI 
government support for unemployment re lief, hous Ing and educélt iOll Thl! 
pro-Jince took over more of the costs and i ncreased thp welfare buri!~{!t ln 

1949, but i t would be difficult to say the~e issues dorninatpd the IIJMl 
elec tion campalgn in any way, Les lie Be Ua, "Soc ial We 1 farp and Soc ia 1 
Credit, The Administrators' Contributlon to Alberta's ProvIncIal 
We1fare State," Canadian Social Wcrk Review, (1986), p 87, Alvin 
Finkel, "Social Credit and the eitles," Alberta History, vol 34 (]986), 
pp. 21-23 
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disagree with his assessment that the private utilites "seem[ed] to 

being doing a more efficient job" than would a public corporation. 49 

The CCF viewed it as simply a vote on rural electrification but, 

rather than campaigning for public: power as well as for election, chose 

to criticize the plebiscite ltself Roper continued to promise 

i mmediate esté\bl ishment of a publicly-owned provincial utility and the 

"extension of electrical power service to as many rural areas as 

posslble," at no cost to the farmer But the party declared dt the very 

outset of the campa ign "The board [of the Alberta CCF] does not 

bel Leve lt is fair to have the rural electrification issue decided by 

those who have no direct interest" in ge.:ting electricity into the farm 

homes" This allowed Manning to reply that the CCF was opposed to the 

plebiscite "because their idea of democra<:y is to shove thiI'gs down the 

public' s throat." The liberaIs, in keeping with their urban focus, 

concentrated on the issues of housing and municipal taxatioll and did 

t Iwir best to if:,nore the plebiscite, though they ambiguously promis~d 

rural voters an "agressive gave rnment policy of rural 

01ectrification ,,50 

The plebiscite also extended the debate on the merits of a 

publicly-owned, provincial power company beyond political parties. 

Cancldian Util i t ies conducted an inte lligent advertis ing campaign in the 

l'onu of editorials, one of whose eitles actually reproduced word for 

word the caver of the leafle t the government had published ta explain 

the IJlebisclte "Eleçtrifying Alberta, There Are Two Alternatlves 1 

't'ours is the Choice." IL aIl of his speeches Manning had ignored the 

most important e1ement in deciding the plebiscite' s outcome, but 

49Calgary Albertan, 14 August 1948; Lethbridge Herald, 13 August 
lt148 , Edmonton Journal, 14 August 1948; Regina Leader-Post, 14 August 
l q!18 Receiving much less publlcity, Roper protested that the manager 
of the Manitobd Power Commission reported 7,400 farms served and the 
gO\'prt}ment's own stdtlstics later Ilsted 5,69 /+; see Table VI, supra 

50Interview wlth Ernest C Mannlng by the author, 29 August 1986, 
Rl'gllld Lt>ddE'r-Fost, 14 August 1948, provincial board of the CCF cited 
in Edmonton Journal, 26 July 1948; Manning quoted in Calgary Albertan, 
IJ~ August lq{18; for the Liberal's major carnpaign issues, see Edmonton 
Journal, 26 July 1948. quotation frorn a Liberal Party advertisement in 
Cu-e1ston ~, 12 August 1948 
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Canadian Utili ties was much more forthright The company descrihed ~ 

decision in favour of public power dS <l vote for "buving l'ut t hl' 

existing power companies and all muncipal powpr plants, 

menacingly, i t pointed out' "A scheme dS sugg(>sted 15 of ll'l'IUf'lhlllll'i 

interest to all as the costs ,~ill be disL ibuted over both tlw urhan ,H1d 

rural users and any deficit paid as a tax Think this over!" ln t'ase 

anyone had missed the point, another advertisement rcmim\pJ AlIH'rt Illl'i 

that "our experience wlth the rural telep!:üne sYSteIn shoul li Ilot hl' 

forgotten," The issue which would ult 1 mately dpcide the plpl>lsil'ltt' WH!> 

neither ideological, nor even primarily th(' h ... alth of tl\(' pt'ov!nl'l"<; 

finances, but the fundamenta l que s t ion 0 f urban- nn'<i l cro<J<:-

subsidization 51 

The issue was especially obviotls s ince the genl?rllt ton Clnd 

distribution of electricity in Alberta was not conducted only by privatl' 

power companies the largest towns and cities all r,1n their OWII 

municipal power systelos, Municipally-owned, fue t - burni ng ',Lp;lln Il tant f> 

furnished 34,9 per cent of all the power generatLng cap.ll:ity in tll(' 

province as of 1941, rnost of which was accoun~ed for by power p1<intb ln 

Edmonton, Lethbridge and Medicine Hat In addition, Calgary and Lh .. 

Lacombe operated small hydro-electric plant<; and Il I\umlwr of oLlH'r 

cities and towns bought power from the private c()mpHnll'~ ilnd dl,,! rlhuLcd 

'ï it themselves, including Calgary, Red Deer, Ponoka and Carclston ) 

MuniCIpal politicians were quick to pt·rceive the düllger Il 

provincia11y-owned utillty m5-ght pose to their own c,yE.terns The C!W r f,!' 

was Led by Alderman Ogilvie of Edmonton who, in mid-campaign, Lntroduced 

a cesolution at the city council to "take a11 proper steps to prevl'nl 

the taking over" of the city's fc'lcilities and [ccommended thll! 

51Canadian Utilities uSt:!d two different advertlsements, bot h of 
which were published in the Hanna Her&lè, 12 Augu~t 19/,8 Cnl/!,üry l'OW(,( 

seems to have remained aloof f~the eampaign, while North] and 
Utilities, (serving on1y 3,800 cut..tomers in Jasper, the PPliCf' HIVl·r 
country, and a handful of other towns and villages 1 n northerrl Al },l'rt ,1) 

also pub1ished advertisments, boasting of the 80 farm<, which il. hac! 
provided witb electric service "ince 1')/~') dnà crmrludillfj, "Ir j<, d 

record that merits your vote in f<l'Jour of the n·tf·nt i 'Hl of Prl'/il! (. 
Management of Electric Service in Alberta"; Fairview Poc,t, il AUE,l1!c.t j'J!IB 

52Alberta, Alberta Power Commission, Annua) Report. J,),)1, pp Jj-) 3. 



1 Edrnontonians, "regardless of party affiliation, vote against provincial 

ownership. " Manning replied that, in the event of a vote in favour of 

public power, "anything in the foreseeable future would conct>rn only the 

progressive negotiation for purchase of privately owned plants and 

systems, and their extension, particularly in the rural areus" But 

Edmonton's aldermen were probab1y more impressed by Ogilvie's point rhl1t 

the loss of the $687,690 in profits the pOWf't" systl'm had pan1pd in lC)/~7 

would lead directly to an increase in propel'ty taxes. and voted ln 

favour of the resolution. 53 

Edmonton forwarded copies of its resolution to all the Albprtn 

municipalities operating power systems. Medicine Hat's city council WIlS 

sa concerned about the matter that it held a special session ta endorse 

it and authorized an eh.tensive advertising campaign calI ing on lts 

citizens ta vote for the status quo Wha t was more rema rkdb 1 e was tha t 

John L. Robinson, MLA for Medicine Hat and the minister responsihle [nr 

the Power Commission, fully endorsed the council's position the very 

next day, and vowed ta fight to preserve municipal control rE'g,llrdlf'<'s of 

the plebisicite's outcome. In 50 doing, Robinson did nothing to deny 

Mayor Rae's statement that "an aut.horitative source" had t01d hfm thp 

municipal plants would be expropriated. In its advertising, the City of 

Medicine Hat admitted there was "no clear-cut pronouncement on the 

issue" but said it was "reasonably certain" its utility would eventuall y 

be expropriated: "Under provincial managf'lfient the prnfits and taxes 

earned by the utility would naturally go to the provincial commls<,lon 

and ta the benefit of rural dwellers living acroc:,s the great breadth of 

the province." 54 

The province' s newspapers also weighed in on the side of the power 

companies. The editorialists echoed Manning in praising their efforts 

to provide rural electrification and asked readers why the y should lncur 

the higher taxes which they maintained public ownership would p.otai l 

53 Edmonton Journal, 7 
54Medidne Hat ~, 

illL, 16 August 1948. 

August 1948. 
13 August 1948; 14 Augus t 1948; 
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with the notable exception of the Edmonton Journal. 5S On the other 

hand, a week before the vote, the Journal published a lengthy text by 

R.G Reid, the former treasurer and the last premier under the UFA 

government "1 was OD'"' of those charged with the responsibility of 

cleaning up the aftermath of two adventures into public ownership, the 

government rai lways and the rural section of the provincial telephone 

system," he pointed out, to justify his intervention. While he claimed 

it had "not been [hisJ intention ta advance arguments either for or 

against the government' s taking over the field of generation and 

distribution of electricity," he referred ominously to a "heavy annual 

drain on our taxpayers, " paid for by aIl, but benefitting only the farms 

which received service 56 

In the dying days of the campaign, an emerbency meeting was called 

to form a lobby of rural electric customers in favour of private 

ownership The Alberta Rural Electrification Association sprang into 

existence on 24 hours' notice and took a position opposing public 

ownership Its president, Nick Shandro, was a member of the cornrnittee 

of farmers which had cooperated in setting up Canadian Utilities' third 

rural electrification project at W~ llingdon and most of the other 11 

delegates were from areas which had recenty received power from the 

company. Since the A.R E.A. met only once more after the election, it 

is hard to believe it was much more th an a publicity stunt organized by 

the power companies. It does, however, point out the silence of the 

organized farm movement, whose views on the plebiscite never appeared in 

the newspapers, whether by design or due to systematic exclusion. 57 

55Editorials in: Calgary Heral~, 14 August 1948; Calgary Albertan, 
14 August 1948; Cards ton ~, 12 August 1948; Wainwright~, 4 
August 1948; Bonnyville Tribune, Il August 1948; Edmonton Journal, 5 
and 9 August 1948. 

56R . G. Reid, "Costs of Rural Electrification," Edmonton Journal, II 
August 1948 

57 Edmonton Journal, 14 August 1948; Shandro was identified in an 
article on Willingdon, in ~, 6 September 1946; other areas 
e lectrified by Canadian Util i ties which sent delegates ~lere Stettler, 
Swa1well. Drumheller, and Ponoka. The A.R.E.A. renamed itself the 
Associated Rural Power Consumers of Alberta at a meeting in January 1949 
(nt the government' s request apparently) and announced great plans to 
represent rural electric customers, but it showed no subsequent signs of 
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The results of the provincial election of 1948 were of the sort for 

which Alberta is renowned: as in 1944, Social Credit carried 51 of t-hl' 

57 seats, with one more going to an orthodox Doug1asite who had bt>t'!1 

expelled from the caucus but ran as an Independent Social CredHe>l' The> 

Liberals carried two seats, rather than tlH' three won by tlH' i r 

predecessors, the Independents; the CCF t"e-elected its two'Il1l'lllher 

caucus. For the second time in a row, both opposition parties l'lf'cted 

members only in Edmonton and Calgary, multi-member rid:lngs ,,,hich votpr.! 

Ilnder a system of proportiona1 representation 

the popular vote actually increased by 3.75 per cent ta 55 6 (Ilot 

inc1uding the one per cent received by three Independent Social Credit 

candidates), and in spite of its caucus 10sing a member. the liberaIs 

also increased their share of the popular vote, by 1 2 per cent 

The real lasers of the e1ection were the parties of the left: the 

CCF declined from 24.9 to 19.1 per cent of the vote, in spite of much 

1ess competition from the Labour-Progressive (i.e, Communist) Party Tn 

1944, resu1ts in three rural seats and one in the Crowsnest Pass minln~ 

region wou1d have spe11ed victory for the CCF, had they been comblned 

with the LPP' s vote jn 1948 the CCF lost aIl three rur,ll riding<" 

despite the absence of LPP candidates, whi1e in the riding of Pinchpr 

Creek-Crowsnest the LPP and CCF placed third and fourth. respect! Vf' ly. 

The Labour Progressives's 30 candidates (and an allied representative of 

"Labour United") had received 4.9 per cent of the popular vote ln 1944, 

but in 1948 the party presented only two candidates and received 0 5 per 

cent of the vote. C1early, Social Credit had succeeded in winning back 

the support of tens of thousands of erstwhi1e war-time supporters of 

socialism, and particu1arly in rural areas. 58 

existence; Red Deer Advocate, 13 January 1949. (See also the exchange 
of letters between N.A. Shandro and E.C. Manning, PAA, Acc. 69 289, file 
16l5A, 14 and 28 September 1948.) A year later the Alberta Union of 
Rural Electrification Associations was formed by a very different group 
of farmers, including Henry Young, president of the AFU In Au~u<,t 

1948, Young was utherwise occupied as CCF candidate in his home ridfng 
of Wetaskiwin. 

58Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, A Report on Alberta Election'.l, 
1905-1982, (Edmonton, 1983), pp. 14, 61-69; on the four near-wins, see 
Alvin Finke1, "Obscure Origins: The Confused Early History 0t the 
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Though electoral support for the le ft had already moved into a 

secular decline across Canada by the late 1940s, the importance of the 

plebisicite in giving Social Credit such a decisive victory should not 

be under..-ated. In his analysis of party polltics in Alberta, C.B. 

Macpherson concluded that t~~ entrenchment of Social Credit represented 

a "qua~i-party" s) stem of "plebiscitary democracy." 

Democracy [under Social CrAdit) is defined as the freedom of 
individuals, separately, not collectively, to take or leave what is 
offered to them [. 1 The individual voter has no say as to what 
is to be offered for him to take or leave; that is arranged for 
him by those who preside over the general will. 

Macpherson further described the plebiscitarian system as "a way of 

covering over class tension which Can neither be adequately moderated by 

party nor be resolved short of an o~.ltright totalitarian rule ,,59 

However, the issue of rural electrification aroused rnaj or divisions in 

Albertan society: those between urban and rural dwellers, and between 

farmers and monopoly capital, while an obligation ta choose sides was 

thrust firmly at the provincial government. When the reporter wrote 

that Manning used the power plebisicte ta kill "something that amounted 

ta an issue," he was indirectly pointing out that the premier had 

restored the general election to a plebisicite on the quality of public 

administration in Alberta The voters' views on the election's most 

important issue did not need to affect their choice. In an expanding 

econorny and an inereasingly depoliticized society, with a respected 

leader, a scandal-free record, and large, recent increases in spending 

on social programs and public works, the SUCCf'SS of Social Credit was 

aIL but a foregone conclusion 60 

Alberta CCF," in J. William Brennan, ed., "Building the Co-operative 
Commonwealth" i Essays on the Democratie SocialiSé: Tradition in Canada, 
(Regina, 1984), p. 112 

59C B Macpherson, Dernocracy in Alberta: Social Credit and the 
fartv System, (Toronto, 1962), p. 7. 

tJuEnc J. Hanson, "A Financial History of Alberta, 1905-1950," 
(Ph D. thesis, Clark University, 1952), Table 116, "Expenditures of the 
Go\'€'rnment of Alberta, 1936-1951, According ta Functions, Il p. 180, and 
Table 129, "Average Money and Real Incarne Per Capita in Alberta for 
Economie Periods sinee 1906," p. 543. The first of these tables shows 
that social expenditures almost doubled between 1944 and 1948, with a 
partieular increase from 1947 to 1948; similarly, spending on highways 



The plebiscite also, probably not entirely accidentally, simply 

left many voters confused. The cleare~~ evidence for this is that 

almost one tenth of those who voted for a member of the 1egisldture--

30,531 voters out of 310,362 -- did not cast a ballot in the p1ebisicte 

One correspondent told Manning, "dozens of people even in our smal1 poli 

here did not know such a vote was being taken unt i 1 tlwy wt>fe hllnded li 

ballot yesterday "61 

Shortly after election day, the press announced a victory for 

continued private ownership of electric utilites, by a margin of close 

ta 9,000 votes. But in mid-November the goverruurnt suddt>nly announeed Il 

very different set of official figures. not including results from tht> 

Vermillion constituency, the vote was 138,259 [or private ownership and 

137,556 for ownership under the Alberta Power Commission, a di fferenc(' 

of 703 Results for Vermillion were not announced immediately, 

officiaIs explained, because its returning officer, a farmer named A R 

Stephenson, had never made an offical count of plebiscite ballots, he 

told the Edmonton Journal two or three of his district returnillg 

officers had neglected ta count them. Stephenson explained he could not 

produce an official count because the ballots had been forwarded to 

Edmonton, but on election night he had telephoned an unofficlal total of 

- - one of the most reliable of Albertan political indicators - - grew 
from $3 million in 1944 to $7 million in 1947, and to $13 million in 
1948. According to the second table, average annual per capita income 
in Alberta grew from $585 in the 1940-45 period, to $940 in the 1945-50 
period in constant dollars (from $476 LO $576 calculated in 1916-19 
dollars) . 

The conclusion of a letter from a farmer, asking Premier Manning 
what his government was going ta do about rural e1ectri flcation a tew 
months before the election, demonstrates the opinion many Albertan~ had 
of him' 

WeIL Mr Manning - l owe a lot of money & we all got hai1d [5ic] bad 
last year - - and we all have lots of Beefs (Kicks) However - to 
the average man you are the whole Social Credit Party - and we know 
you are a square shooter - But Please make a break and say you are 
going to do something ta help the farmer Gad B1e~s you 

~PM, Acc. 69.289, file l615A, Ken Reid to E C. Manning, 14 t-L'lrch 1948 ) 
1pM , Acc. 69 289, file 16l5A, N J W. Archer ta E.C Manning, 18 

August 1948; E.C. Manning ta N.J.W. Archer, 26 August 1948. 
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2,166 for public ownership to 1,418 for private ownership which, added 

to the incomplete total would have left public power the victor by 748 

votes. OfficiaIs now told the press they would have to remove the 

ballots from the legislature vaults, sort out those cast in Vermillion 

and conduct an official count Three dujs later, however, Stephenson 

was suddenly able to submit a revised total of 2,284 for public 

ownership to 1,732 for private ownership. The following Monday, Manning 

announced that Albertans had chosen private ownership by a margin of 151 

votes 139,991 to 139,840. 62 

A few weeks later, CCF leader Elmer Roper publicly requested an 

official recount of the ert:ire plebiscite, but the Premier refused. 

Manning wrote ta Roper: 

Assuming for the sake of argument the doubtful supposition that a 
recount could result in a narrow margin in favor of public 
ownership, you surely will agree that a margin of ev€'.'l a few 
hundred votes out of over 278, 000 could by no strecdl of the 
imagillation be interpreted as a mandate sufficientl;f definite ta 
justify the Government instituting a fundamental change in policy 
involving aIl the taxpayers of the Province in a financial 
obligation amounting to many millions of dollars. 63 

Wi th that, the question of the plebisici te' s irregular count sank 

forever from public view 

The results themselves are fairly easlly understood, though the 

depth of analysis pos~i~le is limited by the fact that no polI by polI 

voting results are held in the Provincial Archives. Even the most 

cursory ana1ysis reveals two major characteristics ta the voting: the 

tendency ta choose public ownershlp increased the further voters lived 

from the hydro-electric plants west of Calgary; in addi tion, urban-

dwellers, even in towns and villages, were more likely t-o vote for the 

status quo, while the majority of farm voters chose public ownership. 

As Tables VII and VIII show, these characteristics reinforced each 

other: in the northern rural ridings, which voted for public power in a 

1arger proportion than those in the south, a significantly larger 

62Edmonton Journal, 17 November 1948; Ibid., 22 November 1948. 
63 pAA , Acc. 69.289, file 16l5A, E.C. Manning to E.E. Roper, 28 

December 1948 In an interview with the author, 29 August 1986, Manning 
cou1d not recall the circumstances surrounding Vermillion's haphazard count. 
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proportion of the population lived on farms. 64 

64Plebiscite resul ts are avai lable only by consti tuency, PAA, 
Chief Electoral Officer Records, Ace. 71 138, Items 42, 44a, 44b, I~ 5a, 
45b, and 126. One riding, Beaver River, stands out as an exception to 
the north-south, rural-urban split; it voted 65.9 per cent in favour of 
the status quo, though aIl the neighbouring constituencies voted heavily 
in favour of public power. l was unable to find local newspaper 
coverage of the campaign and its boundaries make it difficult to compare 
to census data; l admit ta being unable ta explain the anomalous result 
in this riding. 
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TABLE VII 

PLEBISICITE RESULTS COMPARED 
WITH POPULATION CHARACTERISTICS (1946): 

URBAN AND RURAL RIDINGS, NORTHERN AND SOUTHERN RIDINGS 

Private Urban+ Public Farm 
ownership pop. ownership pop. 
vote % % vote % % 

City* 
ridings 58,099 61 4 100.0 36,461 38 6 

Non-city 
ridings 81,892 44.2 24 99 103,379 55 8 75.0 

Northern** 
non-city 
ridings 30,637 37.9 12.9 50,198 62.1 66.3 

Southern 
non-city 
ridings 51,255 49.1 25.8 53,181 50.9 54.4 

Total 139,991 50.03 44.1 139,840 49.97 41. 8 

*The only purely urban ridings were Calgary, Edmonton, Lethbridge, and 
Medicine Hat 
**Includes a11 of the ridings north of Edmonton, in whole or in part, 
with the addition of the Leduc riding, in order to coincide with Census 
Divisions 10 to 17. 
+The 1946 Cens us defines urb&n as incorporated ci ties, towns and 
valages 

Source: my calculations, based on Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, A 
Report on Alberta Elections, 1~05-l982, (Edmonton, 1983), p. 185; 
Canada, Census of the Prairie Provinces, 1946, vol. 4, Table 22, 
p 430-33 
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TABLE VIII 

PLEBISCITE RESULTS IN FOUR CENTRAL ALBERTA RIDINGS 

Camrose 

Didsbury 

Lacombe 

Wainwright 

Total 

Camrose 

Didsbury 

Lacombe 

Wainwright 

Total 

Camrose 

Didsbury 

Lacombe 

Wainwright 

Total 

Private 
ownership 

vote* 

726 

1,090 

853 

840 -
3,509 

Private 
ownership 

vote* 

1,570 

1,379 

1,101 

~ 
4,822 

Private 
ownership 

vote 

2,164 

2,360 

1,994 

1,813 

8,331 

*Pre1iminary resu1ts. 

RURAL PULLS 

% 

35.5 

54.1 

32 0 

~-
38.4 

Public 
ownership 

vote* 

1,321 

890 

1,815 

1,610 

5,636 

TOWNS & VILLAGES 

% 

50 2 

66.0 

57.4 

50.75 

Public 
ownership 

vote* 

1,559 

678 

817 

858 -
54.4 4,046 

FINAL RESULTS (TOTAL) 

Public 
ownership 

% 

42.8 

60.0 

43.3 

!:.L.Q. -
46.25 

vote 

2,893 

1,573 

2,608 

2,608 

9,682 

% 

64.5 

44 9 

68.0 

65 7 

61.6 

% 

49.8 

33.0 

42 6 

L~9 25 

45 6 

% 

57.2 

40 0 

56 7 

59.0 

53 75 

9J 

Source: My calculations, based on Camrose Canadian, 18 August 1948, 
Didsbury Pioneer, 25 August 1948; Lacombe Globe, 19 August 1948, 
Wainwright ~, 25 August 1948; Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, A 
Report on Alberta Elections, 1905-1982, (Edmonton, 1983), p 185 



TABLE IX 

SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS (1946) OF FOUR REGIONS 
COMPARED TO PLEBISCITE RESULTS 

CENSUS D1VISION 4 

Okotoks-High River, Little Bow 

Private power 

votE" 

4,974 

Urban pop. 

9,270 

% 

57.9 

% 

32 6 

Avg farm size' 672.7 acres 

Public power 

vote 

3,626 

Farm pop. 

14,474 

Avg. gross annual revenue per farrn: $4,573.95 

Farms with electric power 

total 
1946 

735 

1951 

1,935 

% 

18.4 

54.6 

CENSUS DIVISION 6 

suppli~d by 
power line 

252 

1,213 

Banff-Cochrane, Didsbury, Drurnheller, Gleichen 

Priva te power 

vote 

11,251 

Urban pop.** 

% 

57.4 

% 

Il,598 20.2 

Avg farm size: 522.35 acres 

Public pO"Ter 

vote 

8,348 

Farm pop. 

28,050 

Avg. gross annual revenue per farm: $3,835.47 

Farms with electric power 

total 
1946 

1,398 

1951 

3,610 

% 

18.9 

51. 8 

**Not including Calgary. 

supplied by 
power line 

538 

2,794 

% 

42.2 

% 

50.96 

% 

6.3 

34.2 

% 

42.6 

% 

48 8 

% 

7.3 

40.1 

94 



CENSUS DIVISIONS 5 and 7 

Acadia-Coronation. Hand Hi11s. Sedgewick. Wainwright 

Private power 

vote % 

7.131 43.2 

Urban pop. % 

9.270 24.1 

Avg. farm size: 815 4 acres 

Avg. gross annual revenue per 

Farms 

total 
1946 

486 

1951 

1.488 

with electric 

% 

5.1 

18.7 

CENSUS DIVISION 10 

power 

farm: 

Public power 

vote 

9.360 

Farm pop. 

29.094 

$1.941.04 

supplied by 
power 1ine 

57 

344 

% 

56.8 

% 

56.8 

o 6 

4.6 

Alexandra. Bruce. Vegrevil1e. Vermi1lion. Wi11ingdon 

Private power 
vote 

6.799 

Urban pop. 

9.371 

% 

35 8 

% 

18.1 

Avg. farm size: 355.35 acres 

Public power 
vote 

12.211 

Farm pop. 

37.801 

Avg. gross annua1 revenue per farm: $1,881.42 

Farms with e1ectric power 

total % supplied by 
1946 power 1ine 

414 4.2 122 

1951 

1.258 14.2 699 

% 

64.2 

% 

72.9 

% 

1.2 

7.9 

95 

Source: My calcu1ations, based on Canada. Census of the Prairie 
Provinces. 1946. vol 4. Table 22, p. 430-33. ~. Table 32. p 
464-65; Canada. Census of Canada. 1951. vol. 6. Table 34, p 24-1. 
Alberta, Chief Electoral Offic~, A Report on Alberta Elections, 
1905-1982, (Edmonton. 1983). p. 185. 



TABLE X 

SUPPORT FOR SOCIAL CREDIT AND PRIVATE OWNERSHIP 
AND FOR THE CCF AND PUBLI C POWER COMPARED 

IN CERTAIN NON-CITY RIDINGS 

SOCIAL CREDIT' STEN BE ST RIDINGS 

Social Credit 

1) 

2) 

Red Deer 

Stettler 

3) Rocky Mountatn 
House 

4) 

5) 

6) 

Olds 

Drumheller 

Hand Hills 

7) Okotoks-
High River 

8) Cards ton 

9) Taber 

10) tJarner 

vote 

4,771 

3,248 

3,582 

3,260 

2,982 

2,773 

3,876 

1,981 

2,559 

1,691 

% 

75.0 

71.7 

68.9 

68.0 

67.3 

67.2 

65.0 

64.9 

64.5 

6L~. 2 

Private ownership 

rank* 

(9) 

cn 

(5 ) 

(3) 

(11) 

vote 

2,963 

2,190 

2,210 

2,398 

1,862 

1,759 

3,321 

1,268 

1,485 

1,265 

% 

52.8 

53.9 

45.6 

58.6 

47.6 

44.95 

61. 2 

46.0 

46.5 

51. 3 

96 

* FOl . idings in which the majority votcd for private ownership, the 
ranking among aIl those Il non-city ridings i5 indicated in brackets. 



TABLE X 

SUPPORT FOR SOCIAL CREDIT AND PRIVATE OWNERSHIP 
AND FOR THE CCF AND PUBLIC POWER COMPARED 

IN CERTAIN NON-CITY RIDINGS 
(continued) 

CCF'S TEN BEST RIDINGS 

CCF Public ownership 

vote 

1) Wi11ingdon 1,861 

2) Redwater 1,528 

3) Lac Ste. Anne 1,558 

4) Vegrevi11e 1,276 

5) Alexandra l,190 

6) Spirit River 1,194 

7) St.Paul l,510 

8) Rocky Mountain 
House 1,365 

9) Bruce 1,080 

10) Athabasca 1,226 

% 

45.5 

37.9 

32.4 

28.7 

28.6 

28.0 

27.1 

26.3 

26.1 

25.5 

rank** 

(2) 

(1) 

(3) 

(6) 

(11) 

(5 ) 

(16) 

(26) 

(12) 

(4) 

vote 

2,716 

2,743 

3,061 

2,593 

2,298 

2,447 

2,741 

2,633 

2,320 

3,077 

% 

71.8 

77.3 

7l. 1 

67.9 

63.0 

68.1 

58.5 

54.4 

62.0 

70 9 

97 

** In a11 ridings a majority voted for public ownership; the ranking 
among the 30 ridings in favour i5 indicated in brackets. 

Source: Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, A Report on Alberta 
Elections, 1905-1982., (Edmonton, 1983), p. 185, 66-69. 
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* Non-city riding in which the majority voted for private ownership. 

Source: Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, ~ Report on Alberta =-z._ 
Elections, 1905-1982, (Edmonton, 1983), p. ïO. 
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Source: The Country Guide Merchandising and Research Division, "Rural 
Electrification in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta; The ResultR of 
a Survey Conducted Midsummer oÏ 1950," p. 9 (he1d in PAA, Alberta Power 
Commission Records, Ace. 83.333, Box 1). 



101 

Rural and urban differences in support for public power, however, 

could sometimes be more a matter of degree than kind. Tablt> IX showc; 

that thE' majority of farmers also voted for private power in the 

Didsbury riding, one of only 11 rural ridings wh ich sUPP'H-tpd 1 r, though 

they did sa ta a lesser extent Incomplete prelill1inllrv rps\lIrs [or 

Okotoks-High River, which voted for private courrol hy 612 ppr l'pnt, 

show 52.0 per cent support in rural polls, Lompart>d to 71 li in tht> towns 

and villages. On the other hand, in the Red Deer l-iding, which l'host> 

private power by only 52 8 per cent, incomplet€' preliminary rec;ults for 

only the Delburne area (east of the city of Red Deer) show rural polle; 

chose government control by a 52.7 per cent margin Since the city of 

Red Deer's 2,683 inhabitants over the age of 20 amounted to 39 5 per 

cent of the el:Lgible voters, it seems likel y the riding' s farmers Cllst 

their ballots l~ke those in ridings to their north, but were outnumbt>red 

by urban-dwellers. 65 

The contrast between rural results in Red Oeer and Okotoks-lHgh 

River, like the broader co~parisons given in Table X,66 show thp 

importance of region in determining support for public power. North-

south divisions in Alberta voting patterns date baek to the earllest 

elections, but the split revealed in the plebiscite has another 

explanatlon. A. comparison of Maps land III shows that the r idings 

65High River Times, 19 August 1948; Delburne Times, 19 August 
1948; the figure on Red Deer' s population is from Canada, Census of 
the Prairie Provinces, 1946, vol. l, Table 21, "Population by age groups 
for census subdivisions, 1946," p. 512; in comparing the figure to the 
number of e1igible voters given in Alberta, Chief Electoral Offlcer, ~ 
Report on Alberta Elections, 1905-1981" p 68, all those over 20 are 
assumed ta have been citizens For this analysis and for Table IX, the 
separation of rural from urban polls (i e., towns and vi liages) was 
based on a compa:rison of the names givpn ta the polis with tlll":! 

designations given in Canada, Census of the Prairie Prov! nces, 1 f)/~6, 
vol. l, Table 21, "Population by age groups for census subdivisions, 
1946, Il pp. 509-515. 

66 For the regions in Table X, l have g~ouped together thùse ridings 
~hich correspond easily ta Cens us Divisions, in order to provide pointq 
of comparison beyond the voting results For the rest of central and 
northern Alberta, the attempt to match e lee toral to censuc; divis ionc, 
would have created regions without anything else jn common (combining 
the Peaee River country with Edmonton' s milk shed, or coal mining 
communities with the mixed farms around Camrose and Wetaskiwin. for example). 
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which votE:d most heavily for private power were a1so those c10sest to 

Calgary Power's five hydro-electric plants on the Bow River. By 

contra5t, aIl of the customers of Canadian and Northldnd Utilities in 

the east and north were served by diesel, coa1-, and gas-fired steam 

plants Therefore, the further Albertans lived from the sourc~ of the 

Bow River, the more they knew they wou1d pay for their electricity and 

the more attractive the new rate structure of an integrated provincial 

system would seem ta them. 67 

In addition, the further away Albertans were from Calgary Power's 

hydro-electric plants, the less likely even those in the toWI1S were to 

have electric service: in 1941, outside of Edmonton, on1y 41.5 per cent 

of non-farm homes in northern ~1berta had electric 1ights, while in the 

area surrounding Calgary the rate was alrt'lp.dy clo~e to en per cent. 

Those furthest away from the network of transmission lines were the most 

inclined ta vote for public power in the plebiscite: five of the reu 

ridings with the highest vote in favour (Lac Ste. Anne, Athabasca, 

Spirit River, Grouard, and Edson) were entirely outslje of the are a of 

existing lincs and all voted m0re than 66 per cent in favour of public 

ownership. Two oth~rs, the Redwater and Willingdon rldings, covered an 

area for which Stewart 1 s report had indicated only 52.6 per cent of 

farms 1ay within the required 12 miles of existing transmission lines, 

and they registered the highest vote for public power, at 77.3 and 71.8 

per ~ent respectively. However, distance seems ta have been a greater 

factor in the votiùg than proximity: while aIl the rural ridings around 

Calgary voted for continued private ownership and Stewart indicated that 

more than 95 per cent of the region's farms were within 12 miles ot the 

power lines, aIl the ridings surrounding Edmonton voted for public power 

though 99.5 per cent of the farms in a 2S-mile radius of that r.ity were 

just as close to the linp s. 68 

670n patterns in Alberta voting, see Thomas Flanagan, "Stability 
and Change in Alberta Pl.ovincial Elections," Alberta History, vol. 21 
(1973), pp. 1-8; on Alberta's power grid, see Canada, Dominion Bureau 
of Statistics, The Canada Yearbook, 1948-49, pp. 512-13. 

68My calcu1ations, based on the figures on non-farm electrification 
in the five ridings north of the North Saskatchewan River and for the 
Bow River and Macleod ridings near Calgary, from Canada, Census of 
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The figures in Table X on electrification providl' st ri king 

justification for the pessirnism of most rural ridings 1 as wt:!ll ilS [or 

the southern ridings' optirnism regarding the power compan lc>s. 

years after the plebisci t:e, more than a third of the farll's in t wu 

regions around the Bow River had power, while in thp rpgiotls to LIt(' l'tH. 1 

and north, not even one in ten had bee~ connectpd In th!:' pl'ovi IH'P 11<., <1 

whole, only 16.9 per cent of farms received electr ici ty fl'O\II 

transrnissiol"l lines in 1951. The rnost cogent analysis of thC' l't'sul 1 IIIdy 

have been by a reporter who wrote: "The conclusion to be drawn SPl'II1<l t 0 

be that Alberta electors want rural electrification, but nr(' not sn 

deeply concerned about how, or by whom, as thcy are about gf'tting Il 

quickly, ,,69 

Manning' s success in disassociating Social CrecH t fl'Olll vol P)'c,' 

opinions on rural electrification is demonstrated in Table Xl. half of 

Social Credit's ten strongest rural ridings ha<l voted (or publie POWl'\', 

though the Pr~mier' s opposition to it was an open secret. On plecti 011 

night, Roper revealed a certain nalveté in [étce of Manning's stntl('/',Y 

when he said tn supporters: "What l cannot understand 15 why th(~ pf'opl(, 

voted for public ownership on the electrification plehl sc 1 te mal 

rejected the only party that stands for public oWlwrsh i r. " 
Nevertheless, the CCF's ten best results were al1 in rural riJing!:> which 

had supported public power, and the ridings wi th the thre(' bc~L resul t" 

for both coincided. This coincidence can of course be pxpl ,li oc'd IJy tlH' 

CCF's SUCC€Ss in identifying i tse lf with the idea of 

electrification through a pu~licly-owned utility. But it wn~ Diso dup 

to the genuine coincidence that the least affluent and most leI l-~ling 

Canada, 1941, vol. 9, Table 30, "Surnrnary of housing and relaled dala," 
pp. 152-53; Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, A Rpport on Alberta hnspd 
on Elections, 1905-1982, p. 185; my calculations, based on Andrew 
Stewart, "Rural Electrification in Alberta," vol. l, Table 30, p 81 
Once again, Beaver River stands as a singu1ar exception ta thi~ paLtern: 
it was almost entire1y outside of the potential !:>ervice area, but had 
the highest rural vote in favour of private ownership. 

69My calculations, based on Canada, Cen~us of Canada, 1«)')], vol. "3, 
Table 36, "Occupied dW0llings by tenure showing li ght i ng, cookl ng and 
refrigeration facilities," pp. 35-30; W R. Clarke, "Alb(-rLn's 
lndecisive Voters," Regina Leader-Post, 21 December 1948. 
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farming districts home to smallholding. largely immigrant. mixed 

farmers -- were {n an area supplied at high priees by Canndian Uti1ities 

(unti 1 1948 by costly. diesel engine plants only) and, outside of the 

Peaee River country, the furthe1>t from the Bow River' s hydroelectric 

plants In particular, Vegrevillé an~ Willingdon were among the ridings 

the CCF might have won without the LPP's competition in 1944' in 1952, 

the pflrty e lec ted only party ] eader Elmer Roper in Edmonton and Nick 

Dushenski in Willingd~:>o, in 19~5, Reper lost in Edmonton, but Dushenski 

was reelccted, anJ Stanley Ruzycki carried Vegreville for the CCF. 70 

LikE:! generals who plan for battle by fighting the previous war 

again, the farm movement's leadership reacted to the plebisicte's 

results by calling for another one in 194Q. Member::. of the AFU 

executive raised the calI only week~ after the vote' 

The reeent plebiscite ln Alberta is absolutely unsatisfa..:tory 
to farm organlzations It was spr\mg at the Iast moment, after the 
election was called, during the farmers' bus Y season. There was 
neither tim!.' nor opportunity for the proper stu0}' and 
consideration The power compan~es got out t-beir propaganda, but 
not much was heard of the people's ~ide ... 

Now we have the intolerable si tuation that the farm people 
voted by a large majority for public ownership of hydro-electric 
power, but their votes were n1l11ified ond killed by the votes of 
people in Calgary, Lethbridge and Medicine Hdt ... 

This question ls not settled and another vùte will have to be 
taken sooner or later. Next tim::- let us see to it that the peop:!.e 
know the facts, and then there will be no fear of the results. 

In the followlng months, the position was also adopted by the UFA, the 

Alberta Association of Municipdl Districts (the rural municipalities). 

70Roper quoted in Edmonton Journal, 18 August 1948; on Alberta's 
radical farmers, see David Monod, "The End of Agrarianism: The Fight 
for Farm Parity in Alberta and Saskatchewan, 1935-48," Labour/Le 
Travail, no 16 (1985), pp. 117-14 ..... , All-'1rta, Chief Electoral Officer, 
A Report on Alberta Elections~5-1982, pp. 71, 75, 78, 80-81. In 
Table XI, the attentive reader may note the coincidence of one riding on 
both 1 ists, l-'ointing tC' the fact that in six of Social Credit' sten 
strongest ridings it faced only one other candidate. However, even 
extending the list by flve more t"idings (Macleod, Sedgewick, Didsbury, 
Gleichen, dnd the offieal and Indep9ndent Social Credit candidates' 
results eombined in Banff· Cochrane) yields only eight rural ridings for 
private power out of the party's [ifteen strongest. 



1 
105 

an~ by the Alberta Federation of Agriculture, who aIl reconfirmed th~ir 

belief in public power. 7l 

As a strategy the calI for a new plebiscite displayed either 

ignorance of recent population shifts or a gleat deal of optimism about 

the movement's power to persuade urOan Albertans: the farm population 

was on1y 41.8 per cent of the province's total in 19~6 and fell to 36.7 

per cent by 1951 If the debatc were again framed in tenn,:; of the 

advantages for farmers rompared to the increased priee for city­

dwe1lers, the plebiscite would surely have been lost a spcond time In 

February 1949, a farm delegation carried the AFA's vi~w that the 

plebiscite results were inconclusive and rural electriflcation should 

proceed under public power to the pro .... incial cabinet, but was told the 

government was satisf~ed with the performance of private entf'rprisp. 72 

After the defeat of public power at the polIs. there could no longer be 

any doui)t that, under So~ial Credit, rural electrification woul d Lake 

place on the power companies' terms. 

71Citat!.on from "Broadcast - C.J. O. C Lethbrirlge; August 31st, 
1948," The A.F.U. Bulletin, vol. 8 (September 1948), pp 20-21; PM, 
Ace. 80.150, "Minutes of the 1948 Annual Meeting, A F.A ," pp. 15-16 

72Alberta, Department cf Agriculture, A Historical Secies of 
Agricultural Statistics for Alb.!-rta, ([Edmonton, 1967?J), "Populalion, 
Farms, Occupied Lancl, Tenancy and Land Use," p 134, PM, Ace 69 289, 
file 1906, "Resolution for Presentation to Provincial Cabinet by Alberta 
Farmer Organizations" Il February 1949; the cabinet's reply from 
Edmonton Journal, 12 February 1949. In 1952, the CCF again took up the 
demand for a new plebiscite "on a date ather than that of a provincial 
general eleetion," as did the FUA in 1953, but otherwise, throughout the 
decade both simply pressed for public power, PAA, Ace. 69289, file 
1677, Notice of Motion by Elmer Roper, 25 February 1952, file 1907, 
Farmers' Union of Alberta, "Resolutions Passed at the Annua1 
Convention," 1953 



106 

CHAPTER FOUR 

THE ELECTRIFICATION OF RURAL ALBERTA 
AND THE RURAL ELECTRIFICATION ASSOCIATIONS, 1948-1959 

The rural electrification program the Alberta government sponsored 

between 19413 and 1951 forced the province' s farmers ta spend enormous 

sums of money In a special report ta advertisers on rural 

electrification in the prairie provinces, the Merchandising and Research 

Division of The Country Guide confided' 

The financial investment falls most heavi1y on Alberta farmers 
who have ta pay the total cast of sonstructing pO\ler 1ines as weIl 
as wiri.ng their farms and the purchase of appliances and equipment. 
Alberta farmers are making an average total investment of $2,000 
per fal@, Saskatchewan farmers $1,500 dnd Man.jtoba farmers $1,000 
per farm 1 

This was the result of their "ownership" of the power lines which served 

thern, through the Rural Electric Associatlon cooperatives farmers had to 

join ta receive electric service 

In 1946 the government had amended the Co operative Marketing 

Associations Guarant~e Act ta a1low up to half of rural electrtc 

cooperatives' capital borrowing to be guaranteed by che province, at a 

time when farmers near the citiea were forming coopp.ratives on their own 

initiative, this provision became the government's principal legis1ative 

and financial tool for rural electrlflcation. In the months following 

the p leb isc i te, the "Spr ingbank Plan" Calgary Power had proposed ta 

Premier Manning in the summer of 1947 was adopted by the other two 

uttlities and r~ceived full government support. The Power Commission's 

l'ole was nuw restricted ta "maintaining a watching brief on the progress 

and development of the Power picture as worked out by the various 

private and municipally-owned companies." Significantly, after its 

chairman. iii D. King, died in 1951, the ma'1 chosen to replace him was 

lprovincial Archives of Alberta (hereafter, PAA) 1 Alberta Power 
Commission Records, Ace. 83.333, Box l, The Country Guide, Merchandislng 
dnd Research Division, "Rural Electrification in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, 
and Alberta; The Results of a Survey Conducted Midsummer of 1950." 
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James G. MacGregor. n businessman and former generai manager of Canadian 

Utilities. 2 

Rural Electric Associations were formed by groups of approximately 

100 farms each and their provisional boards of directors canvassed th~ 

area for applications and forwarded them to the power companies. which 

prppared an estimate of the probable average cast per member, u<,ually 

around $900 (This did nct include the price of wi ring to hd ng the 

power from the linè to the farmyard, also paid by th~ fanupr l'Il(' 

companies fixed a maximum length of 1 ine per farm (1 2c
) mi le.', III t tw 

case of Calgary Power) and charged farms past that distance for "extra 

footage" , though there was no discount for shorter distances WealthiE't" 

farmers sometimes made a higher payment, subsidizing poorpr member~ dnd, 

as well, many farmers paid with their labour on the system' <; 

construction. The REA hac! to raise 50 per cent of the total cost irl 

cash. usually through a minimum ini tial payment by aIl members, and took 

out a ten-year loan guaranteed by the government to pay the other half. 

The power companies' estimates usually proved too high bue the surplu'i 

was not returneü; it was credited to the individual farmer's account by 

Canadian Utilities, or added to the Depos i t Reserve accounts wldch 

Calgary Power maintained for REAs. Occas ionally, estimates proved too 

low and farmers had to make a second payment 3 

The entire arrangement, the power companies pointed out, provided 

farmers with power "at cost", but the argument was disingenuo'..1s: the 

distribution system was sold to farmers at cost, but electricity was 

sold for 2 cents per kilowatt hour, considerably more than its 

generating cost (an estimated 1/2 cent per kilowatt hour produced by 

2Alberta Power Commission, Annual Report, 1951, p 6, on MacGregor 
(also a well-known popular historian), see Edmonton Journal, 29 February 
1952. 

3George Mead, "Rural Electrification in Areas Adjacent ta Alberta; 
A Survey made possible by the Bank of Montreal Canada Centennia1 Farm 
Leadership Award, " [1967], p. 19; Glenbow-Alberta Institute (hereafter, 
GAI), Bow North Rural Electrification Association Papers, BB 7 B7B7, 
file 92, Calgary Power Company Limi tell, "Farm Electri fication" mimeo, 
PM, Ace. 83.333, Box l, Calgary Power Ltd , "Farm Electrification in 
the Province of Alberta (as at March lst, 1952)", H W Webber, 
"Historical Information on R.E.A. 's," 23 November 1976, p 7 
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Eteam, 1ess for hydro-e1ectricity). "Anyone who refuses to recognize 

that a profi t is being made by the power companies is not being 

reailstic," the Alberta Union of Rural Electrification Associations 

wrote, "for the Iast thing that we could find these companies guilty of 

is al truism. ,,4 

While Calgary power's promotional material spoke of REAs gathering 

"to see if thf> estimated [construction) cost is acceptable to the 

ma]ority," in fact their members had litt1e choice. For instance, in 

January 1949 a representative of Calgary Power told a meeting of the 

West Didsbury REA which balked at the estimated average cost, "that the 

figure of $800 was below the average of other provincial proj ectb and 

cautioned the meeting about being too hast y in t1.lrning this one down, 

pointing out the fact that many projects wece under way and others being 

organized and that it could possibly be ~ight or ten years before the 

present local project would &gain be considered." In April 1949, 

Ca1gé.ry Power told the North Wainwright REA it was "prepared to sta~t 

shipping in supplies and a survey party" almost immediately, at an 

average cost of $973 ; if the REA refused this offer, it would have ta 

wait until 1953 The membership re1uctant1y agrè9d, but over the next 

year only 25 farmers signed up aed their deposits had to be refunded 

At i ts 1950 annuo1 meeting, the disheartened REA passed d resolution 

asking the gover~~cnt to ho1d another plebiscite on deve10pment of rural 

service by the Alberta Power Commission: they complained the cost was 

too high under private ownership.5 

In 1955, a member of the Stry REA neal:' Vegreville, informed his 

board of directors that electrical supply priees had decreased in 1954. 

Concerned its members might pay too much, the board agreed not to give 

the power company any money until "proven costs could show that it was 

4 pAA , Ace. 83.333, Box 2, "A Brief to the Alberta Power Commission 
submi tted by the Alberta Union of Rural Electrification Associations," 
March 1954 

SPAA, Ace 83.333, Box l, Calgary Power Ltd., "Farm Electrification 
in the Province of Alberta (as at March lst, 1952)," p. 6; Didsbury 
Pioneer, 19 January 1949; Wainwright Star-Chronicle, 6 April 1949, 
l!u..2.., 19 April 1950 In Janu3.ry 1951 che renamed Wainwright REA 
fina11y signed 71 members, surpassing its objective of 55 farms; lli.2...:., 
31 January 1951. 
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required. HO'Never, when the executive received the cheque from the Co­

operative Branch of the Provincial Government. accompanying 1 t was a 

letter instructing that the full amouct [m~stl be turned over to 

Canadian Utilities." The farmer called this an illustration of "how the 

boards of directors of the R.E A 's are made the Joe boys for the Pow~r 

Companies and the Government."6 

From the initial priee of construction through every aspect of the 

operation of the REAs' electric systems, it was the companiC's which 

maintained the decision-making power The master contract whlch dll rhp 

REAs had to sign allowed the companies ta refuse ev~n lndivioll<d 

memberships and applications for service. It required an REA ta pdy the 

company on demand for construction and for aIl rnaintenancf> ot the 

system. '!.'he company also collected a mCl'thly fee from rnernbers ilS a 

reserve with which to make these payments, and an operlltlng charge 

(levied for the use of its transmission lilles). The company was allowed 

to reimburse itself dt will from these funds and to Increase both fees 

as it saw fit. 

Any potential for profitable operation of an electric system on the 

REA's ter1."itory was rernovad: members could not use the elt'!ctrlcity "for 

any purpose \"hatsoever other th an for farming operations on Il Donat ide 

farm or for domestic purposes in the farœstead", those who did hecame 

direct customers of the company. The company could use the REA's ~ystem 

at any ~ime for service ta its awn customers on the territory (~uch as 

filling stations, country stores, or ail t'igs) in return for a portion 

of the operating charges, it also had the right to buy any part ot the 

system in order ta do sa, at its actual cast less depreciation (in 

practice, $125 per customer). During the term of the agreement the REA 

could not dispose of any part of its system except to the company, and, 

shou1d the agreement be terminated, cou1d not sell any part of lt to 

6F . M. (sic), "Another Angle On The Power Racket," The Organized 
Farmer, vol. 24 (June 1955), p. 24. 
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another party unless the company had already refused to buy lt (also at 

cast less depreclation) 7 

Thé contract made any meaningful autonomous existence for the rural 

electrification as~ociations impossible. When 75 delegates gathered in 

Ju1y 1950 to form the Alberta Union of Rural Ele~trlficatlon 

Associations, they ordered their new executive "to hove the Kaster and 

Indi vidual contracts studied and that contracts more favorable to the 

farm (5 ie; 1 be prepared " At its first meeting with members of the 

Alberta Power Commission, in November 1950, the AUREA executive 

protesled clause 14 Cc), which gave tha companies the right to purchase 

sections of the REAs' systems during the life of the agreement: and 

clause 17, WhlCh allowed them to buy the systems in their entirety 

should the agt'eement be termir,,' ted In particular, the AUREA wanted a 

rentaI chargp to replace the $125 L~e companies usua11y paid for taking 

over part of a line. 8 

It is characteristic of the balance of power between the AUREA, the 

companies and the Power Commission that this issue took four full years 

to reso1ve Whi1e Commission members had initially suggested the 

companies could be persuaded to offer "an alternative rental agreement 

fOl aredS. who did not like the present agreement," Calgary Power' s 

FanT' Electrlc Services insisted the clause "must be retained in order 

tha t expans 1. on not be .5 t)'f'lied. " Three consecutive :mnual meetings of 

7Copies of contract forms used by the power companies are in PAA, 
Acc. 83 333, Box l, the three forms are almost identical. The 
imbalar:ce in the relationship between REAs and power con:panies alienated 
potential supporters of the program. In late 1951, the Supervisor of 
Co-operative Activities reported a disagreement between and REA and the 
hlanager of Farm Electric Services Ltd. to his deputy mjnister: "Mr. 
Spencpr [presldent of the Parkland RE..t\] contends that if the Power 
Companies are permitted to lay down the rules and regu1ations for the 
operation of rural electrification, that many of those who believe that 
the present plan is gooct, may get the opinion that the members do not 
have very mueh say, but are eompelled to follow the plan as interpreted 
dnd laid down by the Power Companies"; PM, Acc. 83.333, Box 2, F.J. 
Fitzpatrick to J E. O~erho]tzer, 17 December 1951. 

8pM , Aec. 83.333, Box 2, m nutes of the meeting of the Alberta 
Union of Rural Electrification As~ociations, 7 July 1950; minutes of 
meeting betw~en the Alberta Power Commission and representatives of the 
Alberta Union of Rural Electrification Associations, 20 November 1950. 
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the AUREA (1951, 1952, and 1953) unanimous1y called for an alternative 

rentaI agreement. 9 

The REAs believed clause 14 (c) would make it impossible for tham 

ever to buy power from a cheaper competing source and they maintaint'd 

that they should derive the benefits from the Hnes they had paid to 

build: "If it were otherwise, the result would be that the farmers wl.'re 

subsidizing the operations of large corporations. h But the Powpr 

Commission's new chairman sided with the companies ilnd told the 

minister: 

l cannot see why the R.E.A.s object co it exccpt HS a matter of 
pride. [ ... 1 They ... seem to feel that the faet that tha Power 
Company buys part of their nnes may put them into il position 
eventually where the Power Company could make sure that nt the end 
of ten years' agreement, it would not be possible for the R.E A to 
sign a contract with sorne other Power Company This would not be 
possible in any case 

Yet in a memorandum to the AUREA explaining his decision to maintain the 

present policy, Mac Gregor had hidden his conviction that i ts members 

would be tied to the power companies forever He wrote' "We be l i eve 

that the Power Companies are not making al~ attempt to purchase lines in 

such a manner 3.S t:o isola te the R E.A ' s from an al ternative source of 

powsr in the future .... ,,10 

It 15 a tri.bute to the AUREA' s persistence that after cor.tinued 

lobbying the minist€r responsible, the Power Commission finally 

established a policy in November 1954 providing cl cental JE $10.74 p~r 

y~ar for $125 worth of line, to be paid by the power cûmpanies to REAs 

who did not wish to sel1 off portions of their lines The organization 

was not a1ways so successful: delegates to the AUREA's 1955 convenLion 

asked that the power companies present a statement, "itemized, as 

9pAA , tiCC. 83.333, Box 2 , minl1tes of meeting between the Alberta 
Power Commission and representati.ves of the Alberta Union of Rural 
Electrification Associations, 20 November 1950, FT Gale te J G. 
HacGregor, 8 December 1952 

10PA'\, Ace. 83.333, Box 2. "A Brief to the Alberta Power Gommi&s ion 
submi tte:d by the Alberta Union of Rural Electrification Associatio:15," 
March 1954; J,G. MacGregor to Hon. N.A. Willmore, 17 February E54; 
MacGregor's memorandum on clause 14 (c) is tltled "ALBERTA POWER 
COMMISSION" and dated 8 May 1953; J.G. MacGregor to C. Staufter, 30 
November 1954. 
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regards material, labor, etc, in order that the R.E.A. can ascertain 

how and where the operating and maintenance reserve fund is being 

spent" The Power Commission replied that the power companies were in 

lhe habit of '3imply dividing their total operating expenses by the 

Immbe r of farms served and charging each REA Plccording to i ts 

rnemben,hip, there would be no change in this procedure. "By combining 

the farmers in Alberta into what is in effect three large R. E.A. ' s 

[corresponding ta the three power companies l, very definite savings have 

hC'en made," tltE: Commission explained. This reference ta the REAs as 

unlfied administrative units was unusual, and characteristical1y arose 

in a situation where this "unit y" gave them no bargaining power. ll 

l t should be noted, moreover-, that the AUREA was not a parti.cularly 

radical organization it reJected motions in favour of public ownership 

at conventions in 1950, 1951, and 1956. From 1950 to 1955 and 1956 to 

1964, the Social Credit MU for Camrose, Chester Sayers, sat on its six­

member board of directors, whlle FUA president Henry Young served only 

two terms before being defeated in 1952. While MacGregor chaired the 

Power Commission, the AUREA was restricted to the role of l.obbyist, 

clski ng the Commlssion to intervene on its members' behalf with the power 

companies In a note to the Minister ear1y in his tenure, MacGregor 

admi t ted' 

There is quite a defini te feeling amongst the farmers that in 
the matter of farm electrifir.ation they are very much at the mercy 
of the Power Companies. The farmers know that the Power Companl.es 
are able to present theiX" side of the case, but feel that at 
present there is no one to present ti1e farmers' side. [ ... 1 l look 
upon the Union, there fore, as a safe ty valve. 

Clearly, MacGregor was not interested in taking on the role of the 

fal'mers' defender himself Rather, he stood on the side of the power 

companies, sugge..:oting means to irnprove their program, while evaluating 

ni tically the legi timacy of the farmers' complaints against them. The 

llpAA, Ace. 83.333, Box 2, minutes of the AUREA Fifth Annual 
Heeting, 1955; "Reprint of Memorandum dated February 28, 1955, re 
Resolution No.11 of the [AUREA] Red Deer Meeting[, 1955]," 5 December 1960. 
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Power Commi!>sien's cl1ait:man was the government-assigned coordinator of 

the companies' unprofitable, but po1itically unavoidable, pro1ect 12 

Alberta' s unusual progr<,~m for rural electrif1cation often invlted 

comparisons' those whr) were critical cOl!'pdted i t to the progl"o'lm in 

Manitor-a, Ylhere the only construction cost paid hy the fannpr "'<1', for 

interior wiring and wher", e l,ectr te !;,ervice had reached 32 pPI' t'pnt of 

a11 farms by 1950 The Alberta goverrunent. lIsua lly pre[e'cred COlllp<1 rlsons 

with Saskatchewan, whet:'e farmets 'l1ere expected to pay 60 pet l'l'nt of tllp 

cost of constructl0n up to the farmyard (usually between $J()O and $(00) 

and where the priee per kilowatt hour was twice as high as ln Alberta 

"Everything belongs to the [Saskatchewan Power] Corporat iOIl ,lnd no part 

of the system belong [sie 1 to tn:~ fat:mers who supp Iy mos t of the 1'101H'y," 

the Supervisor of Co-operative Activittes, F J. Fitzpatrlck, flointed out 

to the president of the Lacombe REA. In addi tian, Saska tchewa:l' s slow 

progress, showing only 4 per cer,t of farms electrified by 19'}O (dfter 

five :;ears of public ownership) seemed to show the wisdorn of Albert a' s 

approach which had eleetrified 16.9 per cent of .:111 farms by 19)1 In 

faet, compari~ons to Saskatchewan were somewhat inappropriate, sinee th~ 

province had begun j ts program wi th a much smaller network of power 

lines and unt:i1 1964 relied exclùsiu ely on steam· and die~el-generated 

power, rather than the eheaper hydro-e1ectrici ty Calgary Power cou1 d 

provide. Alberta had a smaller network and fewer ~ources 0 f hydro-

electricity than Manitoba, exp1aining its slower progress, but not the 

higher cost to farmers for electrifieation 13 

12 pAA , Ace. 83.333, Box 2, m1.nutes of the meetings of the AUREA, 
1950, 1952, 1953, 1955, and resolutions of the AUHA, 1956, Calgary 
A1bertan, 9 Ju1y 1951; PAA, Ace 83.333, Box 2, J G. MacGregor to J L 
Robinson, 3 June 1951. Both the Power CommisSion ard the Supervi':.or of 
Co -operative Activi ties w0rked to circumscribe the fie ld of ne ti on 0 f 
the AUREA and its members in 1955, together they re':.olved to 
discourage REAs from paying honoraria to their executive':., in ]I)j!, 

I1acGregor told the AUREA r.at to concern itself III th the problern~ of 
farmers fac ing "!xpropriation by the power companies for transml ss iOTl 
lines; J.G. MacGregor ta HW Webber, 25 May 1955, J.G 11acGregor to 
Albert Hansen, 8 March 1957 

13 PAA, Ace. 83.333, Box l, The Country Guide, Merchandising ;md 
Research Divis ion, "Rural Elec trification in Mani toba, Saskatchewan, Llnd 
Alberta; The Results of a Survey Conducted Midswruner of 1950", Lois 
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The mos t intriguing comparison of Alberta' s program, however, can 

he made with rural electrification in Quebec under the ~nion Nationale's 

postwar government The pre-war program of electrification through the 

rural municipalities had given meager results, due in part to limited 

provincial funding, and seemed designed largely ~o respond to political 

pressure for nationalization of the power companies In 1945, new 

measures were intrüduced to encourage the creation of rural e1ec tric 

cooperatives' through a Rural Electrification Office, the goverrunent 

offered cooperatives 10ans covering 75 or 85 per cent of t.he cost of 

1ine construction (depending on the number of customers per mile) and 

the Eree services of a staff of organizers, engineers, technic ians, 

bookkeepers, agronomists, notaries and 1awyers to help run them. 

Facmers paid an average of $100 for their share in the remaining 

constructio:1 cost, but the government also paid the interest on loans 

they took out for wiring their homes and sold them app liances at: cost 

(as the Manitobci Power Commission did for its rural ...!ustomers). 14 

Since nothing in this plan prevented the province's private 

utilities from offering rural service, mast cooperatives wel:e formed in 

remote. unprofi table areas, such as the Gaspé, the Laurentians and 

Abitibi-Témiscamingue But Quebec's cooperatives werc much more 

independent than the Albertan REAs: covering large areas, sorne had more 

Volk, "The Social Effects of Rural Electrification in Saskatchewan," 
(M A thesis, University of Regina, 1980), p. 108; PAA, Ace. 83.333, 
Box 2, F J Fitzpatrick to John Henderson, 25 February 1952. 
Saskatchewan experimenteci briefly with bath rural power èistri<..ts, to 
assume sorne of the tasks related to construc tian and maintenance, and 
with e1ectric cooperacives, which were to pay for and own their 
distribution system a3 in Albert3. Only three power districts élnd one 
c00perati ve were formed, however they were quickly found to be 
incompatible with a publicly-o"rned, province -wide utility and by 1951, 
the Saskatchewan was providing are a coverage to farms '1nd village 
customers on an individual basis. In the last eight years of the 
program, a sLeadily larger portion of the construction C.:lsts paid by 
farmers was lent to them by the Corporation and rates were aiso reduced; 
Lois Vo1k, "The Social Effects of Rural EJ.ectritication in 
5askatchewan," pp. 81-83, 91, 94-95,108-110, 199. 

14Jebn Blanchet, "L'él.ectricité au service du cultivateur," 
Rodolph~ Laplante, L'Action ~tionale, vol. 31 (1948), pp. 374-76; 

"L' électrification rurale dans le QuéLec," Revue trimestrielle 
== 

canadle~, va' .. 39 (1953), pp. 271-76. 
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than 3, 000 members and many were able to combine energy bought from the 

private util ities with power they generated themselves wi th dlese 1 

motors or small hydro-electric plants The program was also undeniably 

successful; from approximately 20 per cent in 1945. the proport ion of 

Quebec farms with electric service climbed to 68 p€'r cent by 1953, of 

which one third wer<2 served by cooperatives. As Rene Levesque, then 

Minister of Natural Resources, prepared the nationalization of both the 

power companies and the cooperatives in 1963. he offerec1 the followi. ng 

analysis of the program. 

Instead of forcing those providing a public service to fulfi 11 
their duties to th2 people, the State preferred to allow privatp 
interes ts to achieve larger profits and i t absorbed the losses - -
at the expense of our common heri tage - - which had to be the cos t 
and indeed proved to be the cost of setting up numerous 
cooperatives in regions where already elevaLed priees could only be 
maintained through subsidies. 15 

Though like Alberta's Social Credit government, the Union Nationale used 

the cooperative form to avoid challenging the power companies' property 

and control, it assigned a large part of the financial hurden for it to 

the public treasury, rather th an to farmers alone 

Albertan farmers resent~d the financial burden rural 

electrification imposed on them. The Farmers' Union of Alberta (the 

resuLt of a merger of the AFU and the UFA without its cooperative) 

campaigned tirelessly against the program throughout the 1950s. The 

FUA' s obj ec tion was in part philosophical, holding that "the 

concentration of power in the hands of private companies ... in our 

opinion constitutes a danger to the public welfare." It was an 

effective and well-received campaign, however, because it relentlessly 

pointed out that, while farmers paid the entire cost of constructing 

rural lines, at anywhere between $800 and $1,000, city-dwellers faced no 

such burden. "In our opinion there is no more reason why farmers should 

build their own Lines than there is that urbpn dwellers should he 

responsible for the first cost of the lines between towns and along each 

separate street," the 1950 convention resolved. The program's result, 

15René Lévesque, "L'avenir des coopératives d'électricité 
L'Action nationale, vol. 53 (1964), p. 764 (text of a speech 
~ngrès des Coopératives d'électricité; my translation). 

II,'' 
to the 
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the ruA pointed out, was "a patchy, uneven development." "Only good 

districts can be ~lectrified as others cannot afford it, the profits 

earned over the whole system belong to the Power Companies and are not 

available to extend the system as they should be." The FUA frequently 

cited che example of "the relatively poor Province of Manitoba," where 

low-interest borrowing and royalties on water rlghts paid by the private 

companies subsidized the Power Commission's construction of lines up to 

the farmer' s yard wi thout charge. By contrast, the FUA' s newsletter 

concluded: "Our own oil- rich .?rovince of Alberta does nothing for the 

farmer in regard ta electrici ty except ta help him get into debt and 

thereby make profit for Power Companies."l6 

The measure of the FUll. c.:lmpaign' s success is the number and the 

virulence of the letters about rural electrification which individual 

farmers sent to Premier Manning in the years following the plebiscite. 

His file on rural elecrrification for 1947 to 1953 contains a dozen 

letters of complaint written after the plebiscite and only one in favour 

of the governrnent' s progrdm. 

near Red Deer in 1949' 

The following was wri tten by a farm wife 

... Now l have something ta tell you about the way the Calgary power 
& light Co [sic] is working here[:] when the line was first 
surveyed for this Clearview circuit we were on the original 
contract [ ,1 but when we were told the price we could not see our 
way clear to borrow the money which was one hundred dollars for 
deposit & wiring extra [ ; ] one & a half years after we asked how 
much we cou1d get the power fort ,J this was raised ta one hundred & 
fifty sa we still could not make it, we asked again this spring now 

16 PAA , Ace 69289, file 1906, Farmers' Union of Alberta, "Resolu­
tions on Provincial Matters, Electric Power Situation; Statement of 
reasons for asking deve10pment under Public Power Commission," January 
1950; comparisons ta Manitoba from "Rural Electrification Report," The 
Organized Farmer, vol 9, (December 1950), p. 9, and "Electric Po~ 
Situation in Alberta," in ~, vol. 10, no .12 (1951), p. 12. David 
Monod, in "The End of Agrarianism' the Fight for Farm Pal."ity in Alberta 
and Saskatchew,m, 1935-1948," k~ou.c/Le Travail, no 16, (1985), p 142, 
speaks of the AFU's "lingering elements [having] been swept up into the 
mainstream of agricultural organization3 on the prairie." Given that 
there were no more delivery strikes, there is sorne truth to this, but jt 
should also be recognized that the merger (which had been under 
discussion for sevpral years) took place on the AFU' s terms - - only the 
UFA ~s a farmer's union entered, not the cooperative and its membership 
-- and its former leadership dominated the new organization. 
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they want six hundred and fifty dollars Just to bring the wi 1"1' 

aeross the road & into our yard, they are charging all kinds of 
priees, this would cost us nine hundred dollars [by tlw] t im<> W(' 

had the buildings wired & fixtures adJusted, is it pOHsibl~ for Vou 
to have a plebiscite for government ownership of rural p0Wf'l"['?]. 
the cities let us down before, the ci ties do nor have t 0 plIY MICh 
big priees as we do Ô< they do not have to put up with HO 1111111',' 

hasards [sic) as we do, we have ta pay very high taxes wlH'ther \Vf' 
get a crop or not, not has been the case \Vith us t!wse last l hrl'(' 
years, we were frozen out in 1947, hailed out in 1948[ ,] now we are 
dryed out, how can we manage with such unstable markets & high food 
eosts[?), we think something should be done to give us ft hr~ak .... 

ln 1950, a more sardonic farmer in Tofie1d wrote: 

lm [sic] a good Social Crediter but 1 bail over when this Rural 
Electrification cornes up. 1 am a1so a farmer who would likt' to 
have my farm and home powered, sa we could have sorne çonv~ni(>ne('s 

which you city people take for granted. The homestead days art' 
over. 

The farmer enclosed a let ter ta the Edmonton Joul"nnl hy FUi\ preside'lll 

Henry Young calling for develoFment of electric power under puhlic 

ownership, "which expresses my opinion's [sic] a1so." A YPélr 1<11(>1" IH' 

sent Manning a clipp;ng of an article by Young in The Fann IInd Rallch 

Review, describing the speed and low cost of rural electrlfic<lLiol1 undpr 

public ownership in Manitoba, and simply wrote on i t: "Dear Sir, l Iwvl' 

always voted Social Credit but believe your governmenl [eU clOWII 011 li\(' 

rural Electrification [issue) when is the next election?" 

copy of the same article, another farrn wife asked Manning' 

Elle los i \Ii~ " 

Do you honestly think this attitude of yours right or cltl"isllilld Ih· 
[sic) to turn us over to he exploited by a fo("pi~n compdlly'l It 
seem ta me JOu might act a little more [airly Lowanlf; tlw !dnn 
population, after aIl they are the ones thot elected you 

Manning' s replies were bland statements, ins i st i ne on the (h·!>! pllb lit' 

ownership would have incurred for the province and th€' faI rr'ess of t hr' 

plehisci te .17 

l7 PAA , Premier's Papers, Ace. 69.289, file ](j]~A, A.Ellc·n 1I(~ndri('k­
son ta E.C. Manning, 28 June 1949; Lorne Lee to E.C Manning, I~ t1nrC'1! 
1950; Lorne Lee's comment written on a clipping of Henry Young's "Rural 
Electrification in Manitoba and Alberta," from The Farm and Ranch 
Review, July 1951; Rose Touton ta E.C. Manning, 23 July ]9)]; E r; 
Manning ta A.Ellen Hendrickson, 5 July 1949, E.C Manning to Lorne Le r', 

10 March 1950. The single letter of praise congratulat(Hl Manning f()r 
leaving matters ta "private enterprize [sic)" apd B/:plained: "1 ha'/e 
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Henry Young's article in the Ju1y 1951 issue of The Farm and Ranch 

Review in particu1ar attracted so much attention that on the advice of 

Manning's executive secretary, John. L. Robinson, the Minister of 

lndu!;tr.i.es and Labour (responsible for the Po\<."er Commission and the 

Co-operative Activities Branch), wrote two replies, one for publièation 

and another for distribution to REA exec'J.tives. Robinson ins isted 

Alberta did have "a very definite plan" for rural electrification, 

though it did not have Manitoba's advantage of "power cheaper than any 

other place on the continent." But in defending his government' s rural 

clectrification program, Robinson was forced to resort to a defence of 

private initiative and self-reliance 

Power is a part of the equipment required for modern farming, just 
as important as a tractor, truck, combine or car There seems no 
reason why a farmer should supply these other items of his equip­
ment an~ then ask the Government to supply him with a power system. 
[ .. ] If he had a man-pow9red fanning mill, should the Goverr~ent 
supply a man to turn the cranK[?]18 

This refusaI to countenance subs idization became the government' s 

principle defence for its program, aside from statistics proving its 

rapid progress The cabinet replied to the 1952 FUA convention' s 

resolution requesting free rural power line construction under public 

ownership by stating. "We do not believe that people engaged in one 

prosperous industry suer. as agriculture should be subsidized at the 

expense of others." Ouring a debate in the legislature in which the CCF 

poiilted to Manitoba' s example, Manning "said the only leason Manitoba 

l"ecently assisted in the formation of a rurdl electrification project 
and have found that those in favor of governrnent intet"ference are 
generatly uninformed individuals who are inclined to think 'they' should 
do everything for us, gratis"; Norman E Stanley to E.C. Manning, 29 
Febrllary 1952 S inee Mann.i.ng' s files are by subj ect, not chronologica1, 
lt is difficult to evaluate the relative importance of this issue among 
the letters he received 

l8 pAA , Ace. 69.289, file l615A, Peter Elliott to John L. Robinson, 
30 July 1951; PAA, Acc. 83.333, Box l, John L Robinson to the Editor 
of The Farm and Ranch Review, 2 August 1951; John L. Robinson, "The 
Other Side of the Story (To Mr. Young' s Article in Farm & Ranch 
Review[,l July, 1951)," copies of which can be found in PAA, Gilby Rural 
Electrification Association Pôpers, Acc. 84.255, Box l, file Corrèspon­
dence 1951. 
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rural [power] rates are lower than Alberta's was that urban rates wer~ 

boosted to subsidize rural electrification ,,19 

The entire program was sa unpopular, however, the government could 

neither rely on its MiAs nor on Social Credit party members to defend 

it. \o1hen .he 1950 spring session of the legislature debated an 

appropriation for the Power Commiss ion, one Soc ia 1 CredIr backht'ncht't' 

obj ected and "said he doubted if the Government was doing the ri ght 

thing in the power commission field." Chester Sayers, MiA for Camrose 

and also a member of the AUPEA's board of directors, came maladroitly to 

his government' s aid when he "said the pn sent sys tem of deve lopment 

would f~ll short of demand in the long run. However, he did not think 

public or.vnership was any solution. Il He admitted that wind- llnd 

gasoline-powered electric plants were "not efficient,h but added 

"farmers would have to reconcile themselves to the fact that aIl were 

not going to get high 1ine power" The Alberta Soci al Credit League, at 

its 1948 and 1949 conventions, asked the government to subsidize rural 

e1ectrification, since it recognized that "many farmers are unable ta 

finance the initial cost," but was simply reminded of the existing IOlln 

guarantees in the cabinet's reply. The 1951 Social Credit convention 

actually debated but defeated a resolution calling on the government to 

investigate programs in other provinces thoroughly, sinee "there i5 li 

growing apprehension as to the present Government policy of rural 

electricity being the best that can be provided, and which on the 

surface apparently compares unfavorably with that in the Province of 

Mani toba. ,,20 

Not surpris ingly. the power companies were the most enthus ias tic 

and the busiest supporters of Alberta' s rural electrification program, 

19"Provincial GovernmE'nt Replies to F. U .A. Resolutions, Il :!1:!! 
Organized Farmer, vol 11, (November 1952), p. 13; Calgary Albertan, 70 
March 1951. 

20Calgary Albertan, 22 Harch 1958; PM, Cornelia R ~olood Papcrs, 
Acc. 74 138, "Report of the Fourteenth Annual Provincial Convention of 
the Alberta Social Credit League," 1948; GAI, Frank Thorn Papers, 
A. T496, file 15, "Report of the Fi.fteenth Annual Provincia~ Convention 
of the Alberta Soc ial Credi t League," 1949; PM, Corne 1 ia R Wood 
Papers, Acc. 72.309, "Seventeenth Annual Report, Provincial C')l1vent ion, 
Alberta Social Credit League," 1951 
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They continued their policy of celebrating the inauguration of each 

REA' s power system with banquets, picnics, and ceremonies to flip the 

master switch, and their publicity departments ensured regular coverage 

o[ these events, even in the big cities' s daily newspapers. When the 

Bowden REA's system was inaugurated, the local newspaper called it "one 

of the biggest evenings ever held ln Bowden". over 500 people gathered 

at the recreation hall for a <linner catered by the Ladies Aid, the town 

mayor, (-he MLA, the MP, the Minlster of Industries and Labour, the 

director of the government's Cooperative Activities Branch, the manager 

of Farm Electric Services Ltd , and the president of the REA aIl 

addressed the gathering; for entertainment, the company presented i ts 

radio variety show, "Calgary Power Discovers", aired live on the Red 

Deer station CKRD, followed by dancinl?, ta the music of the show' s 

orchestra 21 

The power companies also spent a large amount of time and energy 

defending rural electrification's progress from attacks, real and 

anticipated. For instance, when the FUA published a one-page "Statement 

of reasons for asking development under Public Power Commission" in 

1950, Canadian Utilities responded with a three-and-one-half page 

"analysis " When a pamphlet containing the FUA' s criticisms appeared, 

Calgary Power replied with a five-page releas~, repeating Canadian 

Utilities' analysis word for word in many points. Both insist~d that 

Alberta's program was efficient and well-planned and that their "str~ct 

regulation and control by the Board of Public Utility Commissioners" 

left "little or nothing [in the way of profits] available to subsidize 

or otherwise assist in farm electrification," therefore, only taxes or 

higher urban rates could provide extra funds to subsidize farm use. 22 

2l Innisfail Province, 21 December J950. During the l~te 1940s and 
early 19505, Albertan newspapers large and small were full of articles 
reporting on such ceremonies; the "Electrification" file of the Alberta 
Legislature Library clippings file collection contains 33 such articles 
for 1944 to 1955, chiefly from the Edmonton Journal. 

22 pAA , Acc. 83 333, Box 3, Canadian Utiltties Limited, "Analysis of 
F. U .A. memorandum supporting its policy of government ownership & 
operation of generation & distribution of electrieal energy in Alberta," 
29 May 1950; PAA, Department of Public 'Works Records, Ace. 76.78, file 
"Plants - 3." Calgary Power, "Sorne facts on rural electrification"; the 
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The power companies' replies to attacks by the FUA and the CCF were 

not only rapid and intense, they were effective. For instance, a pr~ss 

release from March 1950, prepared by Canadian Utili ties and reproduci.'d 

by the SupervisaI." of Co-operative Activities, compared rural power rates 

in Alberta with slightly higher ones in Saskatchewan to fefute 

suggestions, "that the service would cost the farmer less if the 

Government would take over the whole field of generation ,md 

transmission " At least two rural newspapers subsequently publlshl'd 

this press release verbatim, one under the title "Rapld Extension Of 

Rural Power Greatly Appreciated." In April 1952, two dHfprent: 

newspapers published the same letter from FT. Gale, manager of Flll"m 

Electric Services, giving Calgary Fower' s version of the controversy 

over its contractual right ta purchase section of the REAs' Unes. ln 

bath newspapers, the l:::tter was followed by an ldenticlll, unsigned 

description of the larger debate over rural electriflcation, which was 

"by no means ta be taken as an endor~ation of the p~esent plan," though 

it explained that "it is difficult to see how [the cost of power] could 

be lowered ta any appreciable extent under any system ,,23 

Nor were the big-city dailies immune from the power companie':>' 

influence: when the 1951 convention of the Alberta Association of 

Municipal Districts passed a resolution calling for a new plebiscite on 

rural power, presented by FUA president Henry Young, Calgary Powe r 

replied t:hat his comparison with Manitoba was L'nfair, and the Calgary 

Albertan dutifully published a table of statistics provided by the 

pamphlet referred ta by Galgary Power, presumahly from the FUA, was not 
found. 

23 pAA , Acc. 83.333, Box l, press relesse titled "RURAL ELECTRIFICA­
TION," dated "3/4/50", published in Hanna Herald, 16 March 1950, and St 
Paul Journal, 9 March 1950; Gale' 5 letter in Wetaskiwin ~, 2 Apri l 
1952, and Olds Gazette, 10 April 1952 Severa] pres~ releases in the 
Power Commission's file s conclude, "Prepared by Canadian Utiiities 
Ltd., Reproduced in the Office of the Supervlsor of Co-operative 
Activi ties. " The FUA was well aware of the power compan! es' 
"propaganda" being sprei'id "through ir.spired articl es in the weE'kly 
press" ; "Power Interests Squealing," People' s Weekly, 26 July 1952 (ün 
editorial reprinted from The Organized Farmer). 
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company to show the advantage Alberta's rural electric customers enjoyed 

over those in Saskatchewan. 24 

Calgary Power in particular was a powerhouse of self-promotion. On 

the eve of a provincial election campaign, the June l, 1952 broadcast of 

"Calgary Power Discovers", saluted "the farmer members of the Rural 

Electrification Co-operative Associations who are responsible for the 

great progress which has been made in farm electrification over the past 

few years." At the same time it published "a story on farm 

electrification" which it distributed in a four-page form ta aIl its 

rural customers, and in an eight-page form ta the presidents and 

secretaries of aIl REAs and the reeves and secretaries of al1 

municipalities, and Calgary Power kindly offered additiona1 copies of 

either pamphlet to the Premier for his use. Later the same year, 

Calgary Power commissioned a film on the benefits of power for 

Albertans, told through the adventures of a farm family sa moved on "The 

Night the lights went on" ln their home that they set out on a tour of 

southern Alberta ta learn more about electric power. In 1953, the 

company convinced members of the Alberta Division of the Canadian Weekly 

Newspapers Association ta publish a special rural e1ectrification issue, 

which it supported thrcugh its own advertising, advertisements it 

solicited from appliance manufacturers, distributors and retailers, and 

through cash prizes for the best essay on "What" Rural Electrification 

Has Done For Us." In the la te 1950s, Calgary Power even went sa f~r as 

ta place advertisements extolling the inexpensiveness of its electricity 

in The Organizc,d Farmer, the FUA bulletin, side by side with the 

executi ve' s denunciations of che company. 25 

24Calgary ~!.é., 13 November 1951; Calgary A1bertan, 15 November 
1951. 

25The text of the broadcast is in GAI, Alberta Liberal Association 
Papers. BE 22, A333, f. 164, and in the "Electrification" file of the 
Alberta Legislature Library clippings file collection; on the 
pamphlets, se>e PAA, Acc. 69.289, file 1615B, H.B. Sherman to E.C. 
Manning, Q June 1952, on the film, High River Times, 20 November 1952 
(in 1956 Calgary Power released a 20-minute film on the benefits of 
rural electrification entitled Power over the Prairies); advertisements, 
for instance, in The Organized Farmer, vol. 14 (August 1955), p. 6, and 
vol 15 (November 1956), p. 17 The three prize-winning entries in the 
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While the power companies' public relations offices were in a s~nse 

doing the Power Commission's job for it, they did so with its complete 

cooperation. James MacGregor once sent the pres ident 0 f Canadian 

Utilities and the manager of Calgary Power' s Farm EI~ctric S~rvlces a 

copy of a brief the FUA had submitted to cabinüt on thE' need for public 

ownership. "1 do not think this is a very live issu~ at the moment," 

he wrote to them, "but if you would care to comment on this r wOlild like 

to have a copy of anything you prepare because now and then dur ing t Ilf' 

C . .. eSSlon someone is apt to calI on me for sorne arguments refllti ng Ml' 

Young's claims." While some weekly newspapers were not averse to u'iing 

FUA press relea5es as weIL, in order to fill the space between the 

advertisements, i t could hardly compare with the volwne and breadth of a 

major corporate public relations campaign. Moreover, most editors took 

the company' s side against the FUA: the Leduc Representative publicly 

refused to publish Henry Young' s reply to its special rural 

electrification issue, criticizing him for attacking "one or two private 

enterprises" for making a profit, when the economic system required lt 

of aIL businesses. 26 

The impact of Calgary Power' s propaganda can be measured by the 

spread of its version of the history of rural electrification in 

Alberta, according to which, before World War II, "farmer5 were not 

ready to accept the benefits of electric service because they did not 

realize how electric service could improve farm production" War-time 

demand for agricultura1 products and shortages of manpower thpn showpd 

essay contest on "\.fuat Electricity on the Farm Means to Our Family' c; Way 
of Life," a11 written by women, can be found in the Red Deer Advocate, 
24 February 1954 (see Appendix III) 

26 pAA , Acc. 83 333, Box 3, J G. MacGregor to J.C Dale, 8 OctohP1' 
1959; for instance, Young' 5 reply to the special i&5UeS, il letter 
titled "The Electric Power Racket," was published in the Hanna Herald, 
25 March 1954; Leduc ~epresentative, 25 March 1954. It 5hould be noted 
~hat the editor of The Farm and Ranch Review from 1947 ta 1955, James H 
Gray, was fiercely opposed to the government' s rural e lee trit iCEl t ion 
program and publisned numerous edi torials and articles (such as Young' s 
mentioned above) criticizipg it; James H Gray, Troublemaker'! A 
Personal Histo.ry, (Toronto, 1978), pp. 238-39 Gray gave up the battIe, 
however, after Social Credit' s 1952 election victory; "The People 
Decide, So That S€.ttles That," The Farm and Ranch Review, vol. t~8 

(Septernber 1952), p 8. 
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farmers the errer of their ways and after experience with the 

experimental tlreas, "it appeared that the most feasible and 

economically-sound way to carry out rural electrification in Alberta was 

on a co-operative basis." Not only did this patently false version of 

evenLs appear in Calgary Power' s promotional leaflets distributed in the 

spring of 1952, and in an article signed by its director of public 

relations in Electrical Digest, a trade magazine, at the same time it 

was pub] ished verbatim in at least one weekly newspaper, and over Il 

years later the di.rector of the provincial government' s Co-operative 

Activities Branch published a variation on it in an issue of National 

Farm Forum Guide. 27 

As the next provincial election approached, the government' s ardour 

in defending its rural electrification program ebbed and flowed. In 

February 1952, when the CCF introduced a motion calling for a plebiscite 

on whether to undertake rural electrification under public ownership, 

the Minister of Industries and Labour said, "We should not have a 

plebiscite until we get a complete picture of the cost of public power 

ownership" - - leaving open the possibility of another plebiscite once 

the Power Commission had completed a survey of power facilities. In 

late spring 1952, the government had published a promotional brochure on 

its rural electrification program which boasted that "the only 1imiting 

factors at present are the availability of men and materials with which 

ta bui ld the Hnes." In early July, the Minister of Industries and 

Labour, provided MIAs wi th a nine -page polemic for use during the 

election campaign, titled "The Facts on Rural Electrification," which 

insis Led: "There is only one main point at issue: do you believe in 

the initiative of people to do things for themselves, with help from 

their Alberta Government, or do you believe that the farmers and others 

27 pAA , Ace. 83.333, Box l, Calgary Power Ltd., "Farm 
tion in the Province of Alberta (as at March lst, 1952)"; 
"Alberta' s Experience With Rural Co-Operatives," Electrical 
21 (June 1952), pp 62-63; Lac La Biche Herald, 7 May 
Webber, "Rural Electrification in Alberta," National Farm 
CA Special Alberta Edition; 16 December 1963), pp. 2-3. 

Elec trifica-
W. E. Ross, 

Digest, vol. 
1952; H.W. 
Forum Guide, 
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should be spoon-fed on every problem they have to face, lIntil lhev 

eventua1ly will not be able to do anything for the\~selves. ,,28 

The issue, however, had become fr from ideologica1 and far removed 

from technica1 questions of power resollrces In its 19S7 report, the 

Power Commission reported it estimated that by 1960, 72,000 of Albena's 

84,315 farms (85.4 per cent) would be "within economical distance" of 

transmission 1ines by 1960, and that 80 per cent of these wen' expf'l'ted 

ta "take service," for an anticipated market: of 57,400 By thE' yenr' s 

end, 30.9 per cent of this market, sorne 17,754 fanns, had b"en 

connected, suggesting the program was proceeding on schedule However, 

the Commission was forced ta admit that within the results there was a 

striking regional variation: 

A study of these figures shows that farm electrification has 
not made very rapid progress in the northern part of the Province. 
Of the 84,315 farmers in Alberta, 33,000 live north of a 1ine drawn 
east and west through Edmonton. Of these, approximately 2,100, or 
6% have been connected ta Central Station service South of this 
line, there are 51, 000 farmers, and service has been extended to 
approximately 15,900 of these, cr 31%.29 

The underdevelopment of rural electrification in northern Alberta wac; 

later attributed to lower population density by an official of the 

AUREA, and ta the relative absence of "progressive" farmers in the 

region by the Power Commission. In fact, densi ty was not the issue' in 

1951, the farms north of Edmonton had an average size of 3'34.5 acres, 

compared to an average of 725.4 acres for farms to the south The Power 

Commission' s reference to the "very many progressive farmers who need 

farm electrification and who would go to great lengths to get it," tn 

"the area of the Province where the majority of sme.ll Lums lie," but 

who were held back by "their neighbours .. who are content to WAir 

awhile," was an ideologically-loaded way of adm1 tting many farme rs 1 f> 1 t 

they could not afford the expense. ln 1951 the averdge ca5h incarne for 

all Albertél farms was $5,340.58, but north of Edmonton, 71 '3 per cenl of 

28Calgary Albertan, 29 February 1952; PM, Cornelia R. Wood 
Alberta, 

69 289, 
Papers, Ace. 68.74, 1 tem 207, Goverrunent of the Province of 
"Rural Electrification; Electricity for Farmers", PAA, Ace 
file l6l5B, "The Faets on Rural Electrification," Ju)y 1952 

29Alberta Power Commissio.l, Annual Report., 1952, pp. 3?, 13. 
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farms earned less than $5,000 (ta the soueh, 42.4 per cent of farms 

earned more). By way of exampl€', during a debate in the legislature 

~om~ 27 years later, the MiA for Vegreville reminisced that "taking the 

power" in 1950 had cost him seven steers, 13 pigs and 200 bushels of 

wheat. Requiring cash outlays of at least one-tenth of the average 

dImua l cash j neome, Alberta' s rural eieetrifieation program was simply 

loo pxpensjve for mast of its farmers 30 

During the campaign preceding the August 5, 1952 election, the 

Social Credit government announced its solution ta this problem: a $10 

millon Rural Electrification Revolving Fund would be set up ta provide 

REAs with loans ar an interest rate not exceeding 3 5 per cent (the rate 

at which (lnancia] institutions had lent most eallier, guaranteed 

loans), ta be repaid over ten years, and allowing the down payment paid 

by members ta be reduced ta 15 per cent of the aver;,ge cost or $150 

(whichever was greater) Social Credit emphasized the new policy in its 

campaign, though the press seems to have paid relatively little 

dttention to it, in what was, in any case, an uneventful contest. The 

Liberals elected three MLAs and the Conservatives two in Edmonton and 

Calgary, the CCF elected its leader, Elmer Roper, in Edmontoll and won 

rural Willingdon, while Social Credit and one Independent Social 

Crediter took the ather 54 ridings 31 

Neverthe less, the change in policy was a significp..nt step. The 

government had long insisted on the value of unsubsidizad rural 

electrificarion, but in 1952, the average yield on a 10-year federal 

30Ceorge Mead, "Rural Electrification in Areas Adj aeent to Alber­
ra," p. 20, Alberta Power Commission, Annual Report, 1955, p 36; my 
calculatio~s, baseJ on Canada, Census of Canada, 1951, vol. 6, part 2, 
Table 16, "Area and c'1ndition of farm land, fa~;s c1assified by size of 
[drIn, tenure and are a ùf improved land,"; Alberta, Department of 
I\gricul ture, A Historiea1 Series of Agricul tural Statisties for Alberta, 
( [Edmonton, 1967? J), Il Incarne of Farm Operators from Farm~ng Operations," 
p 115, Illy calculations, based on Canada, f.!;.nsus of Canada, 1951, vol. 
6, pdrt 2, Table 25, "Oceupied farms, c1ass ified by economic 
classification and value of products sold in 1950, by eensus division"; 
Alberta, Alberta Hansard, Eighleenth Legislature, 2 Mareh 1977, p 94. 

3l pAA , CornE'lta R Wood Papers, Ace 68 74, Item 214, Supplement to 
The Canddian Sodd! Crediter, vol. 3 (16 July 1952), "The Premier Speaks 
ra the People," p. 2, Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, A Report~ 
Alberta Elections, 1905-1982, (Edmonton, 1983), pp. 15, 71-75. 
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government bond was 3.59 per ..:ent and 4.13 per cent on provincial bonds; 

the rates had even risen slightly higher by the time the fund was es-

tablished in 1953 Even the small difference with the rate of J 68 per 

cent on federal bonds that year, amounted to f )regone revenue of sorne 

$10,440 on the $5 8 million the Fund lent out. With subsidi7ed loans 

now available for aIL but $150 or 15 pE'r cent of the cost- of 

construction ratner than just for ha1f [armers prov~d mor~ 

receptive. while 4,576 farms were c'.mnected in 1')')2, thp total in liJ':>J 

was 6,126. Whi1e only $10.75 million worth of loans had been gUdrantl'ed 

sincp. 1946, so much money was lent from the Rbvolving Fund in lLJ53 that 

the Power Commission correctly forecast the Fund would need more money 

by the sprÎ11g of 1955. 32 

However, in 1955, 54.3 per cent of Alberta's farms vere stlll 

wi thout central station power, though 54.0 per cent of the farms thp 

Power COlIlJnission ultimately expected to reach (calculating 85 per cent 

saturation) had been connec ted. ln particular the new Revol ving Fund 

had only been able to reduce, not eliminate, the regional inequalities 

in rural electrification. In its 1955 report, the Power Commission 

admitted that in northern Alberta, outside of Census District Il 

surrounding Edmonton, only 26 per cent of farms were electriUed. 

compared to the 58 per cent of farms served in the southern part of the 

province (including District Il).33 As Map 4 indicates, the benefits of 

rural electr:!.fication were so unequally spread in Alberta, that tho'H~ 

who were not yet served lived infuriatingly close to other farm 

communities which already had power. 

32F . H. Leacy, ed , Historica1 Statistics of Canada, (Ottawa, 1983), 
Series J471-480, "Bond and stock yields, annua1 averages, 1934 to 1977"; 
Alberta, Alberta Power Commission, Annual Report, 1952, p. 30; Alberta 
Power Commission, Annual Report, 1953, pp. 38, 45-46. 

33Albert~ Power Commission, Annua1 Report, 1955, p. 36. 
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MAP IV 

NUM3ER AND PERCENTAGE* OF ALBERTA FARMS ELECTRIFIED 
ACCORDING Ta CENSUS D1VISIONS,1955 
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Also in spite of the Revolving Fund, the ruA and the CCF kept IIp 

their attacks on the rural electrification program, dnd \o1E're jollled by 

the Liberal party. The CCF in particular devoted a large 8mClunt of lts 

energies to denouncing the program anel calling for a publ ie l y-owned 

power monopoly which would eliminate payments for new cust"omers and 

reduce rates. The party passed four resolutions to that e ffee t: at irs 

December 1954 convention, party leader Elmer Roper devoted three 

provincial radio broad~asts to the subjec.t between October lq)] and 

January 1955, and in early 1955 thé! party pub1ishect a pamphll't C'nt-itled 

"Power Lines Sho\üd Be Installed Free 1" The govE'rnment was suffir lently 

annoyed by tbe CCF's attacks tha~ it published a speech made in Mareh 

1955 by Norman Wïllmore, Mlnister of Indus tries and Labour, ilS a 

pamphlet; five of its 12 pages criticized rurdl ~lcctrification under 

the CCF government in Saskatchewan and three responded to Rüper and his 

pamphl~t. For his part, Liberal leader J Harper Prowse called for 

government loans to farmers for rural electrification to he 

intctest-free, but "said he did not favor puhlicly-owned companles 

unless the farmers believed they could obtain a more reasonable rate by 

having them." 34 

By May 1954, the Power Commission's chairmafl James MacGregor was 

a1ready proposing another change to the financing system, once again to 

solve the problem of the slow pace of electrification in outlying areas. 

In a memorandum which he submi tted to the power companies before the 

AUREA and even before the cabinet, MacGregor pointed out a fundumental 

34Calgary illertan, 4 December 1954; PAA, Ace. 83.333, Box 4, 
"Elmer E. Roper, C.C.F. Provincial Leader in 'Provincial Affairs 
Broadcast' GBX, Monday, October ), 1953, at 6 45 p. m.", Box l, 
"Notes Re Elmer Roper's Broadcast of December 14, 1955"; Box l, "Elmer 
E. Roper, G.G F. Provincial Leader, 'Provincial Affairs' broadcast, 
Tuesday, January 25th, [1955,) 9'45 pm., CBX, released through CFRN"; 
Box 4, pamphlet "Power Lines Shou1d Be Insta11ed Free''', PAA, Social 
Credit Party Papers, Ace:.. 83.353, Box 7, "Electrification" file , Rural 
Electrification, "Excerpt from a speech made ta the Legis lature oy The 
Honourable Norman A. Willmore, March 4, 1955" (much of this speech 
reproduced ward for word a memorandum by MacGregor ta Willmore's deputy 
minister, PAA, Ace. 83.333, Box 4, "Notes on C.C.F Charges Concerning 
Rural Electrification," 11 February 1955); for Prowse' s views, see 
Edmonton Journal, 29 March 1955 
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inefficiency, due to the fact that "in many areas only 50% of the 

farmers feel able to take farm electrification when a proj ect lS first 

!!looted. " After the cost per farmer was e!:ttimated, usually at around 

$1,000, sorne of those farmers would dec1ine to sign sen'ice contracts, 

thereby raising the average cast to around $1,200 for those who rpmained 

and causing several more ta drop out of the project, at which point the 

cost might reach $1,300. However, seeing their neighbours with the 

service had a habit of changing the farmers' minds: "they wonder why 

they held back, and then are in a hurry ta get connected." By the end 

of the third construction yaar, up to 75 pe~ cent of the area's facmers 

would be connected, until the total amount of money paid for 

construction provided a surplus with which refunds were paid, eventually 

reducing the average cest back to $1,000 MacGregor suggested that the 

power companies and the Power Commission survey areas to decide how many 

farms there "might be considered reasonab1e prospects for farm e1ectri-

fication within the next three years." The difference betwee.n the 

average cost for this number and for those actually signing contracts 

each year would be lent to the area 1 s REA by the government. In 

presenting this S3me idea to his politiça1 sùperiors, MacGregor hastened 

to point out that his plan wou1d not involve any subsidy: "ALI that is 

being done is to 10an par.t of the money one or two years earlier than it 

[sic] wou1d have do ne otherwise.,,35 

By th~ ti me this proposal was ready for the first session of the 

1egislature in 1956, it had been enlarged to extend the term for loans 

of $1,000 or more from the Revolving Fund to 25 years and reduce the 

down payment for new customers to $100; farmers would henceforth make 

the payments wi th their pO~Ter bills "The Power Companies would then be 

col1ecting thf:' loan payments, 11 MacGregor wrote, "so that the decision as 

to enforcing payment wou1d not be le ft in the hands of the Secretary of 

the R.E A., or fall back on the Provincial Treasurer." Farmers who 

35 PAA , Acc. 83.333, Box 3, "Memo Re Farm Electrification," 18 May 
1954; J. G. MacGregor to F. T. Gale, 21 July 1954; Acc. 69.289, file 
1013, Alberta PoweJ' Commission, "Sorne notes in connection with the 
Proposed Amendments to the Rural Electrification Revolving Fund Act," 4 
February 1955. 
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were in arrears on ei':her goverrunent-guaranteed loans or those from tht> 

Revolving Fund could refinance them on the basis of monthly payments 

ove~ 25 years, while others could change to the longer term voluntarily. 

Given the Fund's interest rate of 3 5 per cent, a $1,000 10an paid over 

25 years would require monthly payments of onl)' five dollars, (n 

addition to about five dollars for the average consumption of belWep!1 50 

and 100 kwh per ffionth. MacGregor wrote in a memorandtuu to his ministet 

and the premier: 

Any change in further assisting the spread of [srm electrificntiot\ 
needs ta have a populnr appeal - a slogan, if you wish to cali It 
that. We belleve that this popular appeal could be obtained by 
talking of the new plan as "$100 Dot.ln - $lC per month ,,36 

The cablnet's new interest in marketing rural electrification financing 

can be easily explain~d, for the spring session of 1956 was that of a 

very different legislBture. Following an election on June 29, 1955, the 

Social Credit government now faced a s izeable oppos i tion 24 MI.As, 

inc1uding 15 LiberaIs -- for the first time in over a decade; a1so for 

the first time since 1940, Social Credit's share of the popular vote had 

a1so fallen below 50 per cent. The party had been rej ec ted by rura 1 

voters as much as by city-dwellers: betw~en 1952 a.:d 1955, Social 

Credit' s 8hare of the popular vote had [allen only slightly less in the 

45 ridings which were not purely urban, than in the 16 seats from the 

four largest eities (from 55.6 ta 46.0 per cent and from 57.7 ta 47 1 

per cent respectively). The result was that Social Credit went from 

holding 43 of the rural ridings to electing MLAs in only 29 of them. 17 

Bath Roper and Prowse made rural electrification an issue in their 

election campaigns and, in a radio broadcast, the FUA called on tarmers 

to "insist that the members they elect regardless of party, are pledged 

to a new deal on the power question." The fact that three rural ridings 

in the most heavily electrified areas 

Valley-Empress, and Okotoks-High River 

Banff-Cochrane, Bow 

defeated Social Credit 

36 pM Acc , 
dum re Changes 
November 1955 

69.289, file 1013, Alberta Power Commiss ion, "Memoran­
in Rural Electrification Association Financing, " 24 

37My calculations, based on Alberta, 
Report on Alberta Elections, 1905-1982, pp. 
= 

Chief Electoral Officer, 
15, 71-82. 

A 
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incwnbents, suggests rural discontentment went well beyond electric 

service ( they elected "Coalition", "Independent", and 

"Liberal-Conservative" candidates respectively). However, the only 

Liberal MU elected south of Edmonton was from Acadia-Coronation, a 

riding which covered half of Census District 5, the worst-served area in 

southern Alberta; in the 1 q rural ridings north of Edmonton (in whole 

or in part), where the vast majority of farms were still not served, the 

Liberals won eight seats, Social Credit only seven, and the CCF two. 38 

~till, with urban and rural support for the opposition roughly 

equal, a single issue &uch as rural electrification cannot be seen as 

the direct or determlning cause of the 1955 election results. Alberta's 

agricultural sector, in particular, was in steady decline between 1952 

and 1955: total cash incarne from farm products in the province shrank 

from $502.8 million to $356 9 million. But one effect of the recession, 

for instance, was that the value of farm capital in Alberta in 1955 

actually stood lower than in 1953 ($2,067,168 compared to $2,082,286) 

and by any standard, farmers' cash reserves were extremely low. In this 

context, poorer farms were even less likely to feel able to afford the 

cost of rural electrification. 39 

In his memorandum proposing what would become the amended Part II 

of the Rural Electrification Revolving Fund Act, MacGregor explained to 

his political superiors that the Power Commission expected 60,000 of 

Alberta's 70,000 farms would eventually have electric service, of which 

34,000 had already been connected. But the cereaining 26,000 farms were 

either those near existing lines whose owners had not been able to 

38Roper cited in Edmonton Journal, 20 June 1955; Prowse in 
Lethbddge Herald, 23 July 1955; "Broadcast No. 13," The Organized 
Famer, vol 14, (July 1955), p. 13; Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, 
A Report on Alberta Elections, lQ05-l982, pp. 71-82. Alvin Finkel 
malntains the opposition parcies "received proportionately more votes in 
urban areas than in rural areas" in both tr.e 19'15 and 1959 elections, 
but bases the conclusion on results from Edmonton and Calgary only, 
ledving out the other two purely urban ridings of Lethbridge and 
Medicine Hat; "Social Credit and the Cities," Alberta History, vol. 
34, (1986), p. 22, and p 25, n. 24 

39A1berta Department of Agriculture, A Historical Series of 
Agricultura1 Statistics for Alberta, "Incarne of Farm Operators from 
Farming Opprations, " p. 115, and "Values of Farm Capital," p. 120. 
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afford ta join the REAs which bui:'t them, or they were "smaller farmers 

in fringe areas" whom it had been uneconomica1 ta serve. MacGrl'gor 

revealed that it wou1d only be possible to continue ta connect 5,000 new 

farrns each year if new rneasures were imp1emented "We estimat~ chat, 

with the existing financial arrangements, the number of fanns hooking up 

in 1956 will drop to about 1,500, and that i t might continue nt a rate 

of 1,500 ta 2,000 per year for many ye:ars ta come If Slmply put, tlll' 

Power Commission offered Manning and his cahinet a choice betw(>en 

completing the electrification of the province' s farms by 1962 or by 

1968, and they chose the f('rmer. The new Minister of Industries and 

Labour, Raymond Reierson, announced the new financing in the 1eglslature 

in Febrnary 1956, immediate1..y after the government had acceptl"d El 

Liberal motion ta reduce the capital costs of rural e1ectrifh:atiop, 

(itself an amendment to a CCF motion calling for public ownership) -- an 

indication of the government's need ta blunt the opposition attacks on 

its pollcies. 40 

Only 2,890 new farms were actually connected in 1956, since the 

construction season was already well underway by the time the new 

financing was in place and we11-enough understood to arouse farmers' 

interest, but over the three following years 12,265 more farms received 

service. By 1958, the on1y areas in which the maj oray of farms were 

still without power were around the Rocky Mountains, and in the areas of 

new settlement in the Peace River ccuntry and northeast of the North 

Saskatchewan River. App1ying to Alberta a survey which in 1958 had 

reve&led there were on1y 91.5 per cent as many farms in Saskatchewan as 

indicated by the 1956 Census, the Power Commission concluden there were 

fewer farms in Alberta than the Cens us indicated and, therefore, 79 per 

cent of Alberta farms had central station electric service at the end of 

1959. By the time of the provincial election, in mid-June 1959, farmers 

were experiencing the third consecutive year of growth in their incarnes, 

a progression which would not stop till the end of the next decade. In 

that contest, the 48 rural ridings far surpassed the four large'lt 

40pAA , Acc. 69. n9, file 1013, Alberta Power Commiss ion. "Memoran­
dum re Changes in Rural Electrification Association Financlng, " 9 
Novernber 1955; Edmonton Journal, 24 February 1956. 
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eities' 17 rldings in their enthusiasm for the government: they voted 

59 3 per cent for Social Credit, eompared to only 50.1 per cent in urban 

ridings, though they provided three of the four MLAs in what remained of 

the opposition. 41 

In che space of only eight years, the Social Credit government had 

provided three different forms of financing f01 rural e1~ctrification by 

Alberta farmers, each one with easier terms than the last. While 

farmers still had ta shoulder the finaneiel bucden, the interest rate on 

loans from the Revolving Fund constituted a small but growing subsidy, 

sinee it remdined frozen at 3 5 p€r cent, and contradicted the 

government' s rhf!toric of complete self-reli{',1ce. Farmers remained the 

ti tular owners of the distribution system through their cooperatives, 

but th& "$100 down, $5 a month, and 25 years ta pay" plan, paid entirely 

through thei r power bj Ils. made tllis role less and less apparent ta the 

average farm2r The rural electri fication progr:J.m inereasingly 

resembled those in Manitoba and Saskatchewan from the rural customer's 

viewpoint, albeit with the significant difference of higher monthly pay­

ments. Calgary Power's original "Springbank Plan" was ta make them the 

cheerful developers of their own transmission lines, but beyond the 

wealthiest farms it was large l, a failure, and to make it work the 

government had to stretch out further and further the time period 

allowed ta pay off its costs. 

{~lAlberta Power Commission, Annual Report, 1956, p. 36; Ibid. , 
1957, p. 36; Ibid, 1958, pp. 38, 44; Ibid., 1959, p. 40; Alberta, 
Department of ~i culture, A Histori~Series of Agricultural 
Statistics for <\lberta, "Incarne of Farm Operators from Farming 
Operations," p 115; my caleulation, based on Alberta, Chief Electoral 
Officer, A Report on Alberta Elections, 1905-1982, pp. 83-86. 
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A1though the proportion of Alberta farms with electrlc servil~f> 

finally surpassed 75 per cent by the end of the 19505, the farm 

mOllement' s opposition to the guvel.'"nment / s rural elcctrification program 

contin1.led unabated. In fflct, from 1957 through 1960, the annual 

conventions ·;)f the Alberta Union of Rural Electrification Associations 

adopted resolutions in favour of pt..blic owne;:-ship, adding their support 

ta the position which the Farmers' Union of Alberta and the AlbertH 

Federation of Agriculture endorsed almost annually, weIl into the next 

decade. l 

In 1959, the AUREA' s convention called on the provinc tal government 

to take over "aIl the private Power Companies, and aIl rural power lines 

in the province," r,~funding farmers [or their investment. But in fi 

lette!: to the AUREA/s president, the M.ir.ister of Industrlps and L{jbour 

replied: "Since this ,esolution is in conflict to the basic prlnciple 

of free enterprise which we support, we could not subscribe ta i t." The 

AUREA' s position on the issue changed baek and forth throughout the 

1960s: rp.so1utions from Henry Young/ s West Liberty REA, supporting 

public ownership, were defeated 56 votes to 54 in 1961 and Ly simllar 

margins through 1965, then adopted by 66 votes to 58 in 1966. 2 

Iprovincial Archives of Alberta (hereafter, PM), Winnifred Ross 
Papers, Ace 77.l13, Item 21, F.U A. Convention, 1959, "Policy Sheets 
and Supplementary Resolutions"; see also Alberta Federation of 
Agriculture Papers, Ace. 80.150, Box 1, resolutions from annual meetings 
of 1949 through 1954, 1958 through 1960, 1962 through 1963, and 1968. 
The FUA became so used to pressing the government on this question, the 
first sentence of its 1959 brief on public power (presented jointly with 
the AFA, the AUREA, and the Alberta Federation of Labar) read' "'Je make 
no apologies for again approaching you on the important subJect of the 
ownership of the electric power system in Alberta", PAA, Ace. 81.313, 
Box 3, ruA, "Submission to the Goverrunent of Alberta on the Eleetric 
Power Question," 16 September 1959. 

2pAA , Department of Utilities and Teleeommunieat ions Co llec tion, 
Alberta Power Commission Records, Aec. 83333, Box 2, R. Reierson to 
Clyde Stauffer, 23 June 1959; Box 2, Minutes of the AUREA Twelfth 
Annual Meeting, Minutes of the AUREA Fifteenth Annual Meeting; 
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The issue made its Last major appearance in an Albertan provincial 

election campaign in 1963. In November 1962, the new Liberal leader, 

Dave Hunter, and his policy committee had announcec they would recommend 

the party's convention adopt a policy of public ownership of the private 

power companies (with municipally-owned utilities excluded), which would 

generate revenue for the provincial government and lower rates for 

consumers In order to encourage growth and in anticipation of major. 

new hydro-electric prujects, cl provincial takeover was now a 

"necessity." Along with news of Hunter's proposa], the Edmonton Journal 

published detailed criticism of it by the Minister of Industry, the 

leader of the Progressive Conservatives, the president of the Edmonton 

Chamber of Commerce and the president of Canadian and Nor.thland 

UtUities (under common ownership since 1961). The folluwing day the 

Journal also reported on "strong opposition" to the proposaI within the 

party itself, a "rebellion" which seems i:o !lave consisted of one single 

riding association in southern Alberta. 3 

Nevertheless, at the end of the week the Alberta Liberals endorsed 

Hunter' s views no doubt huoyed by the victory of Jean Lesage' s 

LiberaIs in Quebec a few days earlier, running on a similar platform-­

and he confidently announced the next provincial election would be a 

"plebisci te" on public power. The Libera1s' one-member caucus pursued 

the issue in the legislature during the spring, but their cause was not 

helped by a rate reduction for REA customers, planned since the summer 

of 1962 and announced in ear1y 1963 by the Power Commission, cutting the 

Edmonton Journal, 28 June 1965. 
3Edmonton Journal, 9 November 1962; Ibid., 10 November 1962. The 

Journal also published a shortened version of an FUA statement of 
support for the proposal and an extremely lengthy statement by Calgary 
Power's general manager criticizing it; ~,13 November 1962 
(compared to "Public Power," The Organized Farmer, vol. 22, December 
1962, p. 1) and 10 November 1962. Interestingly, at the second 
convention of the Alberta New Democratic Party in January 1963, the 
policy committee and the new leader, Neil Reimer, recommended the first 
step in nationalization should be a takeover of tne power distribution 
system only. They were denounced by CCF stalwarts such as Henry Young, 
who succeeded in having a resolution in favour of full public ownership 
adopted; Edmonton Journal, 28 January 1963. 
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priee of consumption over 400 kwh from two to one-and-one-half cents.'· 

Nor could it have been helped when the EdJ11onton Journal polled tIlt' 

city's ten Liberal candidates in the spring E'lecci.on and found l'ne 

clearly opposed to public ownership and another "uneommit ted. ,,5 

In his post-election statement, the Liberal leader sa id of pub tic 

ownership: "We thought it was ar.. issue, but obviously thl' publie didn' t 

agree. Il Social Credit was returned to office on Junt! 17, l%~ with 60 

out of 63 seats and its share of the popular vote almost uneh,mp,ed clt 

54.8 pe~ cent. Hunter was def.aated in the rural Athno8SCR riding and 

only one MU from Calgary Joined the single Liberdl incumlH'nt, Mike 

Macaggno of Lac-La-Biche; a third Liberal-Conservative coati thll 

candidate completed the opposition. But while support for thE' 

opposition had remained virtually unchanged from 1959, the Liberals had 

managed to reconfigure it in thelr favour at th8 expensp of thE' 

Conservatives, increasing their share of the popular vote from 13.9 to 

19.8 percent. 6 

The Social Credit government felt compelled to respond. one month 

after the election, Premier Manning and the new Minister of Industries 

and Labour announced that the government's regulatory .3gency, the Public 

Utilities Board, would conduct an inquiry into the private powE'r 

companies' rate struc tures Since the PUB already had the necPs511ry 

access ta the power companies' financial records, the J ourna l 

reported, Il government sources say the s tudy has arisen from the po 1 i t iea 1 

play the public power issue took in the last session of the lef,io:;lature 

and during the June provincial election ... Il While the inquiry received 

no further publlC attention and apparently never made any report, in the 

summer of 1965 Manning succeeded in lobbying the federal government to 

return 95 per cent of the taxes it received from privately-owned 

4 I bid., 21 November 1962, Ibid, 26 February 1963, on the rate 
reductions, Ibid., 31 August 1962 and 25 January 1963 Since they were 
tied to the amount of power consumeed, the reductions actually 
benefitted the largest farms the most. 

5Ibid ., 11 June 1963 
6"Why Albertans Kil1ed Public Power at Polls," The Financial Post, 

22 June 1963; Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, A History of AlbHta 
Elections, 1905-82, pp. 16, 88-91. 



t 
138 

utilities to the provinces. As a result, the Alberta government was 

able to announce plans to rebate the new funds to eonsumers (whieh took 

effect in 1969), and at the same time the power eompanies announced a 

new "incentive rate" for rural eustomers, further reducing the priee of 

large - scale consumption. 7 

With rural electrification availab1e to the vast majority of farms, 

in the late 1960s the government concerned itse1f with the system's 

irritants. Rates were one such issue, another was the Deposit Reserve 

(called Deposit Accourts by Canadian and North1and Utilities) and the 

Operation and Maintenance accounts the power companies maintained for 

each REA. As Power Commission Chairman J.G. MacGregor had noted proudly 

in 1954: "Alberta is the only Province in Canada where the farmer is 

asked to pay the whole cost of his own lines and then ls asked to 

provide for their operation and maintenance and to provide for their 

replacement when they need replacing."8 While the lines remained 

workable, farmers resented having to pay into a depreciation fund for 

them; Dy the time they needed replacement, the funds were ta prove 

hopelessly Inadequate 

As REAs saw construction on their lines completed, they 

increasingly questioned why they had to set aside moce money against 

their deprecidtion. In 1958, the Bow North REA asked the Power 

Commission to allow it to stop paying into its Deposit Reserve account. 

"A nw,,:)er of our members are having to borrow moI'\c-:, at present, paying a 

higher rate of interest to that credi ted our Assn[. ] by the Farm 

Elec tric Services Ltd., " they pointed out. The board 'Ilanted the 

7Edmonton Journal, 23 August 1963; Ibid., 23 June 1965; Ibid., 29 
June 1965. At the news of the rural raC;-;;;duction - - a qua~cent 
less on consumption over 1200 kilowatt hours -- the FUA president asked 
the penetrating question: "How Cé:!n farm power rates be lowered further 
when the power companies say farm~rs are already receiving power at cost 
price?" 

8pM , Aec 83.333, Box 2, "Memorandum re Financing of R.E.A.s," 19 
July 1954. 
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account, which had already reached $41,157 33, to be llsed to pay for 
a operating and maintenance instead, but MacGregor refused t~e request. 

The farmers of Bow N0rth were tenac ious, however. Later the same 

year they successfulJy moved a resolution at tlle AUREA con'h'ntion. 

demanding that once an REA' s Deposit Reserve account had rnHdwd 30 pP1" 

cent of t:he system' s total cost, reserve charges ceast' , and thdt tht' 

surplus which often arase from the f~xed operating dldrge lH' tlsed t 0 pny 

expenses, rathar than being added to th~ reservt' The Bow l-Jorth REA 

continued to its campaign of resolutions Elnd let:ters into the next 

decade, receiving any number of pat:-oni zing replies from governmf'nt 

officiaIs. By 1963, MacGregor was will itlg to admit "we have leanwd ,1 

lot sbout deposit reserves" since Bo'y North first raiseù tne issue and 

held out hope for a refund, li in a couple of years. " In 1965, the 

power cornpanles fina1ly began ta issue refun(ls and the Bow North REA 

received the prince1y sum of $80 00 10 

In 1967, a report by George Mead, vice-president of the AUREA, was 

the catalyst for an attempt at: a Cllmmon agreement on reform of the 

Deposit Reserve aIld Operation and Maintenance a~counts by the AUREA, the 

Power Commission and the power companies. Mead pointed out that 

increased use apd expansion of the rural power system would rpqul re 

modernization. He recommended an end to rate policiE:'s nnd c,ppcinl 

charges (ehief1y for 1arge-capacity transforrners) by which the power 

companies aimed to discourage rurel consurnption and reduc~ peak loads on 

the who1e system. Mead a1so recommendE:d an epd ta the practice cof 

9Glcnbow-A1berta Institute (hereafter, GAI). Bow North REA Papers, 
BB.7 .B787, f. }9, J.H. Dixon to J G. MacGL"egor, 13 JunO! 1958, and J G. 
MacGregor to J.H Dixon, 23 June 1958. 

lOpAA, Ace B3.333, Box 2. "Resolutions of the Alberta Union of 
Rural E1ectrificati on Associa~ions [, 1958]"; for Bow Nor tl-t' <i agi tatlon 
on this issue, "ee GAI, Br..7 .8787, f 19 genf'rally, refund'> nOU'd ln 
f. 22 and 2:. When Bow North's seeretary-treasure,: pOlnted (j'Il t:flflt n" 
could get a higher rate of lf>turn O'~l ':hc Dppos i t Reserve by ll'ves t 1 [\6 
the money eisewhf're, the Supf"cvisor of Co oppcltive Activitie'> r"plled 
"ln your eê:1se you couIc! no doubt u~e that monel' lf released to bill' long 
terro investments, and it would be maim:ainf'd OP thé t ba:ds 1 but w\! know 
there are others y/ho ... ould !Jse th(,' money Oll other things, thu<; w.~ FH e 
not prepared le give our CO:1sent to any orhpr use of thp !{PSf;rV(! 
Account", Ibid., f. 19, H.~. Webber to J.H. Dixon, 16 Febru'lry 1960; 
J.G. MacGregor to J.H Dixon, 17 April 1963; 
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removing farmers from REA memberships when their transformers reached a 

size the companies defined as commercial, with the resu1t, "that the 

REA s shall provide service to tr.; smal1 customer, but when he gets 

bIg, the power companles can have him " 

move towards an amalgamatinn of aIl REAs: 

But his major concern was to 

Abandorunent and consolidation are taking their ta 11. In sorne 
areas, RE, A s as we know them will disappear, S'J far at least, 
the only practical way to meet this problem i5 tu share i,-_ 

As a fin.t step, Mead suggested the pooling of all REAs' Operation and 

Maintenance dnd Deposit Reserve accounts, in order for them to share in 

the cost of rebuilding, The new reserve would acknowledge the 

respons lbil i ty of the current user, by adding a levy on consumption to 

the fixed charge, and would be backed up by the goverrunent' s Revolving 

Fund_ ll 

Mead died in a car accident shortly after his report was published, 

but i t did lead to a joint comrni::tee of company, Commission, and AUREA 

representati ves, which worked out a "Package Deal", Each company would 

pool the reserves of the REAs it served into a single maintenance fund. 

The contnbution of each REA to the fund would equal a fixed percentage 

its original capital investmpnt (multiplied by a weighted age for its 

Unes) and REAs would receive ret'lnds or increase their charges in order 

to Leach that proportion ln addition, the cast of larger transformers 

would be paid by the fund, not individual farmers, and the special 

charge for high transf.~mer capacity would be e1iminated. 12 

However, the Package Deal fel1 apart over the question of what 

percentage of the original capital investment the REAs wou1d be required 

to pool The power companies had suggested three per cent and in the 

stunmer of 1968 the Power Commission suggested 2.5 per cent. But the 

AUREA refused to pay more than two per cent, because according to Mead' s 

HJlalys is any more would be an amortization of the system' s capital 

costs, which REA members had a1ready paid once when they built the 

1] C;eorge Mead, "Rural Electrification in Areas Adjacent ta Alberta; 
A Survey made possible by the Bank of Montreal Canada Centennial Farrn 
Leadership Award, " (1967), pp 35, 31-34. 

12Foster Research Limi ted, "Rural Electrification in Alberta; 
prepared for Alberta Power limited," 1974, pp. III-45, III-48-51. 



lines. In spi te of a threat by the Power Commission to enforcI? 11 

minimum Deposit Reserve of 3.4 per cent 011 a11 REAs (without which no 

refunds would be made), the AUREA stood firm; the minimum was 

eventually set at three per cent. l3 

After the failure of the Package Deal and with the approvdl of the 

Power Commiss ion, in Oc tober 1970, Calgary Power presented i ts REAs wl 1 h 

its own revision of procedures, the so-callt>d "Twelve Poillt Plan" 

Besides announcing the three per cent minimum Depos i t RpS<'!·Vl'. 1 lll' 

plan's major thrust was to encourage farm customer5 to inCrE'dSe theit-

transformer "apacity to the maximum' charges for transformers of 1.) 

KVA or larger were el iminated, capac i ty changes would be finHnced by tlw 

REAs' aeposit accounts (ratrcr than the customer), new customE'rs would 

receive five KVA transformers (rather than three), and those two 

capacities would pay the same rate. C&~:ary Power aSbured REAb rhere 

would be "no increase in the Company's revenue per kilowatt-hour, flnd 

the only r.evenue change is in the REA' s own funds." 14 

But an analysis prepared by an economist for Unifarm (born ln 1910 

of a merger between the FUA and the AFA's commodity groups) pointed ouI 

that since the company was encouraging cus tomerb who changed 

transformers to double their capaclty, they would change rate categories 

and end up paying more for the same amount of power It also maintained 

that the fact that the largest users of electric power would 'iti Il have 

to become direct customers meant, "that eventually the REA'., will be 

completely taken over by the power company Il Calgary Power'g 

proposaI deliberately bypassed the AUREA and was made t~ REA boards fn 

spite of the Union' s opposition, and perhaps because lt changed very 

little for individual REAs or customers, REAs representing ')1 per CE'nt 

13 Ibid ., pp. 111-53-54. 
l4 I bid., pp. 1II-54-55, 57, GAI, BB 7 

Electrification in Alberta; Outline of the Plan 
20 October 1970. The capacity limit at which REA 
customers of Calgary Power was first set at ten, 
three-phase power 

B787, f 95, "R'lrlll 
to Update Procedur~s". 

members becBme direct 
then later 25 KVA and 
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of the company's customers agreed to it in 1971 and by 1976, 150 of the 

216 REAs had accepted it. 15 

The AUREA' s refusa1 to compromise and the failure to ratify the 

Package Deal were indicative of a new militancy Farm politics had 

begun to change in Alberta in the late 1960s as world grain surp1uses 

grew and incomes dropped' ln 1969 the Int€.rnational Grains Agreement 

co11apsed and prairie wheat farmers earned their lowest farm incomes in 

a decade. The publication the same year of a r~port by the federa1 Task 

Force on Agriculture, suggesting the government encourage a 

"rationa1ization" away from the fam!ly farm towards agribusiness, added 

ct politica1 shock and helped lead to the formation of the more radical 

National Farmers Union ln July 1969. 16 

The NFU' s competition spurred farm groups such as Unifarm and the 

AUREA to be more aggressive at a time when the AUREA was presented with 

an opportuni ty to confront one of the power companies and Alberta' s 

regulatory process head on. In late 1969 Canadian Utilities applied to 

the PUB for the first rate hearing in its history and the first ever 

completed for an electric utility in Alberta The company rece i ved 

permisslon for an interim increase, averaging 20.5 per cent for farmers 

(with other retail customers), for whom the timing could not have been 

wot-se The FUA' s bulletin, The Organized Farmer, called it "a further 

greas ing to the skidding economy of the Alberta farmer." 17 

The rate increase provoked an outpouring of anger by members of the 

FUA, which in January 1970 joined with the AUREA in asking the 

government to take over the private power companies. A similar 

resolution was even presented to delegates at an agricultural policy 

l5Uni farrn, Alberta Union of Rural Electrification Associations 
Records (hereafter, UjAUREA), E. C. Allen, "Calgary Power' s Proposa1," 
October 1970, H W Webber, "Historica1 Information on R.E.A.'s," 23 
NovE'rnber 1976, p. 12 The customers served directly were the "major 
s ingl€' -phasE' services" and all three-phase service J uads 

l6Crace Skogstad, "Farrners and Farrn Unions in the Society and 
Politlcs of Alberta," in Carlos Caldarola, ed., Society and Politics in 
Alberta' Research Papers, (Toronto, 1979), pp. 228, 235, 236. 

li Alberta, Advisory Committee on the Regulation of the Electric 
Power Indus try ln Alberta, Report, May 1970, p. 16; "Board hearing 
adJourned - - farmers to pay increased rate," The Organized Farmer, vol. 
31, (February 1970), P 5 



1 conference of the resurgent Progressi~e Conservative party (the offic{al 

opposition since 1967), who eventually voted "that relations betw~pn 

power companies and REA's be renegotiated rather than brlnglng the power 

companies under public o\O.TI1e'-ship at this time." 18 The AUREA e1hlSl' ta 

contest Canadian Uti..lities' ap~d.cation beforè' the PUB, basing ils C.1SP 

on t:he power companies' 20-year old commitment to provide fnnnen: with 

~power at cost,~ anJ using a major law firm and an Amerlcan expert on 

the operating costs of utiljties. 

Proving that Canadian Utilitles had prvrnised farmers pnwer al cost 

was simpl':!: not only did the AUREA'!J attorney introduce dS evtd"nc(' 

verbal and published statements to that effect by the compnny ,1Ild ilS 

officiaIs, but Raymond Reierson then acting Minister of Agricul ture and 

from 1955 to 1959 respon!'ible for L'ural e:ieetrifieation as Minbter of 

Industries and Labour, tesrified that the power companies hdd made that 

undertaking and the govermnent eonsid2red it still to be in effe:::t. The 

AUREA's expert witness then proved Ganadian Utilities had never really 

do ne it· Dr. Earl Nissel determined that the revenue the company eR~npd 

on its farm sE~vice rate was already $361,000 over the marginal costs of 

transmission and distribuf:ion, including the a1lowed 8 5 per cent rate 

of return. 19 

In the end however, the PUB was most impressed by the AUREA' s 

demonstration tr.at under both the old and the proposed ra tes, urban 

residential customers paid 1ess than the majority of farm customers and 

that even when they pa id more. the margins were "very considerably be low 

l8"Protest incre.:lses, seek public ownership of power," Ibid, P 6. 
contains nine letters of protest from FUA and FWUA members and Ioeals, 
U/AUREA, FUA and AUREA, "Submission to the Government of Alberta with 
regard to Public Ownership of Electric Power," 19 January 1910; GAI, 
Progressive Conservative Party of Alberta Papers, BE 23 P964A, f 93, 
"Resolutions passed at Progressive Gonservative agriculture conference, 
Red Deer, January 18, 1970 " 

19Brownlee, Fryett, Walter, Savll1e, Wittman & Sully, "In th(~ 
matter of the Public Utilities Board Act, Chapter 85, Statulef.. of 
Alberta, 1960: And in the matter of an application of Cllnadian 
Utilities, Limited for a revision of its rates to be charged to its 
customers for electric energy, Written submission on behalf of Alberta 
Union of Rural Electrification Associations," 4 May 1970, pp. 41-54, 
16-17,11-12. 
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the cost differentia1s,~ arising from the fact that farm custo~ers pa id 

most of their own operating and distribution costs. The PUB denied 

Canadian Util i ties' application and reduced farm rates slight1y for 

sma11 and average customers and increased them slight1y for the 1argest 

consumers. However, i t did sa beeause of the apparent dise :-imination 

compared to residentia1 customers, not beeause farm service was 

profitable; ln a subsequent ruling on Calgary Power' s rates the PUB 

rejected an Interpretation of power at cODt as meaning rural rates 

should exclude any return on equity.20 

A secondary resu1t ùf the hearings W8S a renewed interest in rural 

electrificatio:1 on the part of po1itiei ,ns. Not on1y did one minis ter 

testify for the AUREA, but the new premier, Harry Strom (who had 

succeeded Manning as Social Credit leader in 1968), pub1icly expressed 

his t.::oncern about the impact of the interim rate inerease. After the 

PUB' s final decision he began a series of meetings with AUREA and 

Unifarm representatives, as a result of which his government pub1ic1y 

"reaffi rm [edJ the long- standing po1icy whereby power uti1i ty eompanies 

will supply farm customers of REA' s with electric energy at cost," in 

April 1971. At the same time, the AUREA and Unifarm (which had begun 

working closely together in the late 1960s) made a significant 

concession. with the approval of the AUREA's annual meeting, they 

rf>duced their support for public ownership to a general princip1e ln 

August 1970, Unifarm and the AUREA executive presented cabinet with a 

brief asking for enabling legislation for a "central administration" 

which would pool the REAs' reserve funds, centralize their accounting, 

and purchase power in bulk for them. 21 

20Ibid, pp 3b - 39; "Power rate issue rt.'mains 'far from 
concluded'-- Unifarm," The Organized Farmer, vol. 31, (Ju1y 1970), p. 1; 
Foster Research Limited, "Rural Electrification in Alberta," p IV-3. 

21"Strom concerned ab.-mt rate boost," The Organ~zed Farmer, vol. 
31, (February 1970), p 5, government's statement of policy cited in 
"Unifarm scores points in power debate," Ibid., vol. 32, (April 1971), 
p 2, U/AUREA, FUA and AUREA, "Submission~the Government of Alberta 
with regard ta Public Ownership of Electric Power," 19 January 1970; 
Unifarm and AUREA, "Presentation to the Provincial Cabinet," 17 August 
1970; AUREA, "Central Administration for Rural Electrification 
Associations," 1 February 1971. 



While the government initially countered hy proposing rural 

customer representation on a new authority to replace the Power 

Commission, in April 1971 Strom also endorsed the idea of a central 

administration and promised legislation in the 1972 session to provide 

it with Interim financing The Conservatives had aIre' ly go ne t'ven 

further: during the PUB's hearings tl1ei.r agriculture critic, Hugh 

Horner, had said there should be no rale incre3se, depos it charges 

should be 5topped and the reserves refunded to REAs. and a single. 

province-wide REA formed to improve farm customers 1 bargaining power 

After Strom reaffirmed the policy of power at cost, Conservative learier 

Peter Lougheed said the principle should be wrltten into the proposed 

legislation on a central administration, though the Premier had already 

promised the law would include formulas to ensure power nt cost 22 

Strom ' s legislative plans ended with his political career in the 

summer of 1971, when Lougheed ' s Conservatives swept to a majority 

government in the provincial election But far from passing still more 

far-reaching legislation, the Conservatives took no action at all on 

rural electrification. In April 1972, the minis ter respons1ble for 

rural affairs told the legislature a government-owned utllity to supply 

rural electric customers was being considered, but the cabinet did not 

even reply to requests for a central adrn1nist-ration made by the AUREA 

and Unifarm in December 1971 and 1972 When Calgary Power applied for il 

rate increase in November 1972, Len Werry, the Minister of Telephoner, 

and Utilities was asked whether his governrnent still intended to 

enshrine the policy of power at cost in legislation He replied: "The 

Public Utilities Board is the one to establish the appropriate rate that 

should be struck for REA users." The Government provided loans for the 

AUREA to intervene in PUB hearings, but the high costs of the process 

22"Unifarm scores points in power debate," The Organized Farrner, 
vol. 32, (April 1971), p. 2; Edmonton Journal, 28 April 1971, Horner 
cited in "Strom conce!'ned about rate boost," The Organized Farmer. vol 
31, (February 1970), p.S. 



1 still prevented 

increases. 23 

it from contesting a11 applications 
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for rate 

The Strom government's on1y comp1eted initiative had b~en to 1eave 

the Conservatives without the Power Commission. In 1968, a draft bill 

for a new Power Commission Act had aroused heated opposition: from the 

private power companies for maintaining the expropriation powers of the 

1944 Ac t, and from the municipalities for proposing ne'", powers over the 

construction of faci1ities, which they feared would oblige them to build 

an integrated (and therefore cross-subsidized) provincial system. In 

April 1971, the Power Conunis'iion was replaced by the Energy Resources 

Conservation Board, which no longer had the power ta take over power 

facilities and was limited to regulating the technica1 aspects of 

electric power Ta this, the Conservatives simp1y added a branch of the 

bureaucracy to supervise rural electric services In 1975, NDP leader 

Grant Not1ey asked Roy Farran, the Minister of Telephones and Utilities, 

whether "a central administrative agency for all the REA' s" would be 

established. Farran answered that "in effect we have do ne that with the 

establishment of the rural utilities branch of my department."24 

Having chosen inactivity, the Conservative governrnent ended up 

presiding over the rapid decline of Alberta's r~~al electric system. As 

23Edmonton Journal, 30 April 1972; U/AUREA, AUREA, "Submission ta 
the Provincial Government on Rural Electrification," 15 October 1974; 
Alberta, Alberta Hansard, l7th Legislature, (22 November 1972), pp. 
80-55; U/AUREA, Kelf Westby, "Address to the Unifarm Annual Convention; 
Utilities and the Farmer," 11 December 1975 According to a 
post-e1ection survey, farmers had the highest level of support for the 
Conservatives in 1971 of any occupational group (67 per cent), though 
the party was dominated by lawyers and other urban profess ionals, and 
the lowest level of support for Social Credit (21 per cent) At 12 per 
cent, farmers also had the highest level of support for the New 
Democratic Party, David K Elton flOd Arthur M. Goddard, "The 
COllservative Takeover, 1971," in Carlos Caldarola, ed Society and 
Politics in Alberta, (Toronto, 1979), Table 2, p. 56. 

24Edward J. Romalne, "Control of Alberta power is at stake," 
Financial Post, 10 August 1968; Alberta, Statutes of Alberta, 1971, 20 
Elizabeth II, Chapter 49, The Hydro and Electrlc Energy Act; Alberta, 
Alberta Hansard, l7th Legislature, (5 February 1975), p. 357. In 
September 1972, the government cancelled a provision of Calgary Power's 
lQ60 Brazeau Dam 1icense which would have required it to buy the 
fac i Utv in case of non- renewal, saying it had no intention of taking 
over the company, see infra, Chapter Three, n 43. 



Table XI shows, farmers began abandoning their cooperatives to the power 

companies in the mid-1970s and in the years between 1918 and 1983, the 

number of active REAs dropped from 3'18 to 272. 25 The Gi Iby REA was 

among the first to sell out. The minutes of a meeting of 1 ts board of 

directors list its reasons for asking Calgary Power for a purchase 

offer: 

The lact< of interest shown by the members in the affai r5 of 
their association For a period of 12 years the~e were an averag~ 
of less than 3 members attending annual meetings other th an board 
members. Sorne years all board members were not present. This lack 
of attendance at annual meetings necessitated the eleetion ot 
almost the same officers year after year; a poor pol icy for th~~ 

Association and at times [it J made for sorne disgruntled board 
members. 

The system is now about 23 years old and most of it is due for 
a rebuilding in a short time At presenc prices the task would 
deplete most of the reserves, which would mean higher maintenance 
charges to build up the reserv€s again. 

In return for slightly higher rates, the Gllby REA' s approximately l8~ 

members would split $18,250 pa id them by Calgary Power for their assets 

and the $47,863 in their reserve. Also in return for higher electric 

bills, any improvements to their lines would be paid for by the company 

out of lts revenues and not by the farmers 26 

25Alberta, Department of Utilities and Telecommunications, Annual 
Report, 1977-78, p. 18; Ibid., 1982-83, p. 21. The nurnber of customer~ 
is the most reliable indicator, however, since the figures for the 
number of REAs s01d and those still active are not internally consistent 
when compared from year ta year. 

26 pAA , Gilby R.E A. Ltd. Papers, Ace. 84.225, Item 2, Minute book, 
Board meeting, 22 August 1974; Special meeting, 29 Oetober 1974. 
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' .... TABLE XI 

RURAL ELECTRIC CUSTOMERS BY ORIGINATOR OF SERVICE 
AND BY UTILITY ORIGINATING ELECTRICITY, 1971-1985 

direct1y 
total farm REA served by 

Utility customers members utilities %* 

1971 

Calgary Power 45,592 41,656 3,936 
Canadian Uti1ities & 
Northland Utilities 18,861 17,883 978 
Municipal utilities 
Total 64,485 59,571 4,914 7.6 

1973 

Calgary Power 46,343 43,285 3,058 
Alberta Power 19,253 18,287 966 
Municipal uti1ities 
Total 65,596 61,572 4,024 6.1 

1975 

Calgary Power 50,447 45,475 4,972 
Alberta Power 20,237 19,279 958 
Municipal utilities 
Total 70,684 64,754 5,930 8.4 

1 q 16 

Calgary Power 52,163 44,737 7,426 
Alberta Power 20,737 19,780 957 
Municipal uti1ities 
Total 72,900 64,517 8,383 11.5 

1977 

Calgary Power 54,259 46,028 8,231 
Alberta Power 2l,725 20,768 957 
Municipal utilities 
Total 75,984 66,796 9,188 12.1 

1978 

Calgary Power 56,590 47,449 9,142 
Alberta Power 22,264 21,225 1,039 
Municipal utili ties 

r 
Total 78,854 68,674 10,181 12.9 



Utility 

1979 

Calgary Power 
Alberta Power 
Municipal utilities 
Total 

1980 

Calgary Power 
Alberta Power 
Municipal utilities 
Total 

1981 

Transalta Utilities 
Alberta Power 
Municipal utilities 
Total 

1982 

Transalta Utilities 
Alberta Power 
Municipal utilities 
Total 

1983 

Transalta Utilities 
Alberta Power 
Municipal utilities 
Total 

1984 

Transalta Utilities 
Alberta Power 
Municipal utilities 
Total 

1985 

Transalta Uti1ities 
Alberta Power 
Municipal uti1ities 
Total 

*My calculation. 

total farm 
customers 

58,112 
22,682 

80,794 

58,964 
23,573 

82,685 

58,742 
23,884 

82,774 

61,780 
25,119 

87,056 

62,508 
25,722 

88,390 

62,297 
26,099 

88,526 

62,983 
26,471 

89,586 

REA 
members 

48,666 
21,566 

70,232 

48,543 
22,434 

148 
70,977 

47,669 
22,157 

148 
69,826 

45,357 
21,876 

189 
67,223 

41,550 
17,931 

160 
59,481 

39,808 
16,648 

130 
56,456 

39,277 
16,360 

111 
55,637 

direct1y 
served bv 
utilities 

9,446 
1,116 

10,562 

10,421 
1,139 

148 
11,708 

11,073 
1,727 

148 
12,948 

16,423 
3,243 

157 
19,823 

20,958 
7,791 

160 
28,909 

22,489 
9,451 

130 
32,070 

23,706 
10,111 

111 
33,949 

1/1 q 

11 l 

ll~ 2 

15.6 

22.8 

12 7 

36 2 

37 9 

Source: Alberta, Energy Resources Conservation Board, Cumulative Annual 
Statis tics, Alberta Electric Industry" 1971 ta 1976, Alberta Eleclr i c 
Industry, Annual Statistics, 1977 to 1985 
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But whi1e most REAs were plagued by Gilby's problems of apathy and 

worn-out lines, Calgary Power and Alberta Power (the name the merged 

operations of Canadian and North1and Utilities took in 1972) were not 

interested in buying the unprofitable ones. In the spring of 1976, 

rur~l electrification became front-page news in Alberta again, when the 

Rochfort REA (near Mayerthorpe) applied to the ERCB for permission to 

discontinue service. l ts members had voted to se 11 the sys tem ta 

Calgary Power, but the company would not buy it. The need to rebuild 

the system, which George Mead had pointed out a1most a decade earlier, 

had becolJle unavoidab1e while record inflation left deposi t reserves 

accumulated at an annual rate of three per cent hopelessly inadequate. 

Commenting on the case, the acting director of the government' s rural 

e lec tric branch to Id the Edmonton Journal REAs through.:>ut the province 

were "living on borrowed time." The cost of rep1acing Rochfort' s lines 

had been estimated at $11,000 in 1973, but by 1976 the cost was $57,000 

for an REA with 72 members and an existing deficit of $3,000. 27 

A compllcated solution was finally worked out for the Rochfort REA 

under which the ERCB ordered Calgary Power to take over operation of the 

system provisiona1ly and carry out the necessary repairs. In 1977, the 

REA exercised its right to regain ownership, but a special 1evy of $120 

per member was assessed to pay Calgary Power for its work. The extent 

of political improvisation is demonstrated by the fact that the Minister 

of Utilitles and Telephones left the matter entirely in the ERCB' s 

hands, although the government had followed a very different course in a 

less-pub1icized case three years earlier. In 1973, the Paddle River REA 

had faced $140,000 in repairs its Deposit Reserve could not finance and 

received a special $70,000 governrnent grant and an interest-free loan 

for the same arnount under Part 2 of the Rural Electr~fication Revolving 

Fund Act. Members paid a $1 00 monthly surcharge to repay the loan, but 

as a 1977 report on Deposit Reserves pointed out: 

this type of financing is that the normal D.A 

"The problem with 

( Depos i t Account 1 

assessment does not build up fast enough to provide funds required for 

27"As poles rot and lines snap, REAs face serious, baffling money 
élnd safety crunch," St. John's Edmonton Report, 12 July 1976, pp. 17-19; 
Edmonton Journal, 16 June 1976. 



1 
the next major expenditure which will have to take place within a V~Rr 

or two. ,,28 

The AUREA' s solution to the financing crisis was a new lI1llstt'r 

contract with the power companies to allow REAs to s~rve aIl of the 

commercial customers in their area, which Calgdry Power cii'ill1isSl:'d dS ,ltl 

attempt to have them cross-subsidize farm rates The gOVE'rnllll'llt, (or 

its part, once the ERCB had patched together a solution for the Rochfort 

REA, initiated a round of studies and consultations by striking fi 

Conservati 'le caucus commi ttee, "tù examine the prob lell1s or thE' Rural 

Electrification Associatio'1s of Alberta. ,,29 

The committee' s report ,trung together a munber of ambiguous or 

limited recommendations which seemed designed to alter the existinp, 

rural electric system as little as possible, where problems were most 

pointed, it recommended more fina'lcial assistance from the gcvernment 

For instance, it recommended REAs increase Lheir Deposit Re<.,prve chargp,-; 

"to bring them into line with a realistic assessment ot their position," 

but acknowledged "that sorne government assistance mi6ht he necE'qsary," 

wherf' such a charge "would be unreasonably excess ive " l t recomrnPIHlf'd 

"that where a more effic ient operation would resul t, the REA S hl' 

encouraged to amalgamate into regional are as ," but govenunent p.ssibtance 

should ensure mergers did not lead to REAs with large Deposit Reservl'<; 

subsidizing those in financial difficulty. For REAs 1 ike Rochtorl, "1 n 

present difficulty needing furthp.r financial aid for construcLlon lInd 

reconstruction," the committee endorsed the Paddle River formula of 

"part grant and part loan." 

28Alberta, E:1ergy Resources Conservation Board, Report .2l 
Operations, 1976, p. 7 - 26, Alberta, Department of Uti li ties and 
Telephones, Annual Report, 1976-77, pp 19-20; Annudl Report, 19/8-79, 
p. 17; Edmonton Journal, 6 July 1976; H W Webber, "Deposit Reserve 
Study; Rural Electrification Associations [ ,1 Alherta," 11 February 
1977, p. 26. 

29"With a Juicy rural electrification fight, socialists and free 
enterprisers mix it up," St. John' s Edmonton Report, 12 July 1976, P 
17; (Alberta], "Caucus Committee Submission Regarding REA.' S," July 
1977. The AUREA's proposaI for a new master contract was introduced a~ 
a private member's bill by NDP leader Grant Notley, Alberta, Alberta 
Hansard, 18th Legislature, (19 October 1976), p 1541. 
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The committee did recommend a few specifie changes ta inerease the 

powers of the REA!' versus the power companies: it suggested opening REA 

construction and repairs ta tender; allowing farmers with 25 'l:VA 

transfûrmers and using three phase power ta remain REA members; 

reviewing the power campan1 es' purchases of REA lines under clause lb, 

(c), in order to a 11014 REAs to recover them "where i t is .1ecessary in 

order to maintain an efficient, eeonomic operation," and to eflsure tbe 

power companies paid their share of the maintepsnC0 costs. But on the 

mast important point, the AUREA' s long- standing proposai to form a 

cpntral agency, the commi ttee could only recommend "some farm of 

controlling agency, Il which could be "an operating company administered 

by a11 the REAs," or by only a group of them, or mere1.y "a contr.olling 

agency to monitor cost estimatps .... ,,30 

The government eventually implemented sorne of the caucus 

committee's recommendations: in particula:, i t fùllowed the MLAs' 

advice to give out more grants, against the advice of its civil servants 

and technical consul taflts In February 1977, H. W. Webber, then acting 

director of the branch of the Department of Consumer and Corporélt~ 

Affairs supervising the REAs, concluded a 40-page rE!port to the deputy 

ministers of Utilities and Telephones on the Deposit Reserves: " ... An 

aSf:>ociation wishing ta rernain autonomous must bear al1 the costs, or if 

an R E.A no longer wished to accept the responsibllity to do 50 it 

could sell to the Power Company, and would be given help to do 50 by a 

one time grant if i t was not economicallY feasible for the Power Company 

concerned to purchase an existing system." Just over a year later, a 

consultant' s report to the Department ruled out rebuilding the REAs 

l ines wi th conventional loans, because "the relati vely sho~ t repayment 

t.erms required create too great a burden," as well as grants, because 

"they provide a direct subsidy, (and) they discourage the building up of 

adequate D.A (D.R.) funds ... " The solut.ion was ta fully pool Deposit 

Reserves on d company-wide basis and "adjust" their charges, and for the 

government to provide new loans for rebuilding, with Httle or no down 

JOAlberta, "Caucus Committee Submission Regarding R. E .A. ' S." July 
1977, pp. ix-xi. 



payment, "at a reasonable. Lut not a subsidlzed intcrest rate, with 

repayment through power billings over a celative1y loog perier.! of say 20 

or 25 years ,,31 

Instead, in 197ï thé governnwnt bf'gan a prognim of capital gr8ntq 

ta REAs for line reconscruction. 111 fiscal 1978, it gave' out 

$2,226,524.72, ailer announl_ing on1y $i million for the program in tts 

budget. In April 1979, a polley was es~ahli:;hed to makI" aV<li..lnblf: 

grants totalling 40 per cent of the outstanding lntere.st [tee lotons frolU 

the Rural Electrification Revo1ving Fund. The f,o\'crtuné'nt. Hl <;0 foll<".Jl'rl 

the CéLUCtlS committee' s sugf;estion to he1p wi th amalgamati IH'-, I," J 979, 

five REAs ln north-c.,ntr.:l1 Alberta facing pole t"pp1acernent costs which 

would have oven,rhelmed their reserves voted ta amalgarnatè 1 neo Il s tllgie 

15ùO-member REA; a $14,000 grant from the govE'rnment e 1 imina~e.j the 

diffet"ence~ between the five Deposit Reserves and ::nother .special p;lunt 

co,.,ered SOlu€' of the exceptional e05ts of the merger. Assoc inti on dues 

allowed the Ld,:Jing REA to hire 8 fLtll- tilne manager "nù a part - lime-

secret:ery ta monitor costs and serve the fr.Pr,'bn.:i, rrl()51~ of whom now pntJ 

lower deposit (harges The government \1''15 less s\)ec~ssful in perc,u[lo! ng 

RE.A.s ta paj lllore money into their D~posit Reserves in sptte of the 

Rural Electric Brnnch's urgings, by early B80, 14CJ oc the )')1 REI\s 

still had che same ~eS~TVP charges 

construction. 32 

they set at: the lime or 

Incredibly, by ~he fall of 1979, yP..t another caueus committee was 

studying rural electriflcation: i t receivE'd dilimet d:.t',llly opposeù 

s1.lbmi S 5 ions frol:l the AUREA and Calgary Powe r: the AUREA proposed lhRt 

the operation of Farm Electric Services Ltd. and ~]berta Puwer'q rural 

services be taken over by a :d.ngle operating company owned by REA 

31H . W Webber, "Dl~posi t Reserve S tudy; Rural E1eetrif ient! on 
Associations [ ,1 Alberta," 11 February 1977 , P 39, H a.ld L 
Consultants Lt.i., "Swnrnary of Stuà)' of Operation <1nd MainterwnC'~ F .... nds 
and Reserve Funds for R E' P s," April 1978, p. 18 

32Alberta, Department of Utilities and Telephones, Annual Repor!;., 
1978-79, p. lï; Alberta Alberta Hansard, 18th Legislature, (29 Mareh 
1976), p. 379; Alberta, Departm~.1t of Ùt"llU:ies and Telephones, Annua] 
Report, 1984- 85, ft. 28; UDoes Bigger ReaUy Mean Better?," ~21 
Utilities ~sletcer, vol. 1 (July 1980), pp 4-6; "R E A.s in 
Trouble," llli:.., vol. 1 (February 1980), p. 2. 
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rnernbers and that the government develop a system of grants to assist in 

the building and rebuilding of its lines. 33 Calgary Power, on the other 

hand, to Id the MLA~ tha t Il expanding the ro le of the REA (would be 1 a 

COllnter productive step Il 

lt is Calgary Power' s subrnission that the original objectives of 
rural electrification have been achieved and that expanding the 
role of the REA now creates more problems than it solves. The long 
term solution which recognizes todays [sic J changed circurnstances 
and which we believe would be in the best interest of the farmer 
dnd the Province as a whole lS for the REAs to continue ta dispose 
of their interests in theu distnbution facillties to the Power 
Company and for the Power Company to be totally responsible for 
providing and maintain1ng electric service to the rural 
community 34 

il fell to the Rural Electric Council, which the government had set up 

ln the mid-1970s for discussions between it, the AUREA and the power 

companies, to atternpt to build a consensus in face of this tundamental 

disagreement 

ln early 1980, the Rural Electric Gouncll produced a radical 

proposaI for submission to the REAs: aIl of their systems would be sold 

to the power companies. Each member would receive a payment ln cash or 

power company shares, made up of the purchase priee and his share of the 

deposit reserve, less his outstanding rural electrification loan The 

provincial government would spend roughly $11 million per year to 

SUbSldize a farm electric rate reduct10n of approximately 20 pel cent, 

stdndardizing them across the province at a level comparable ~n Manitoba 

,md Saskatchewan The costs of pole and llne replacement would be built 

luta the rates (eliminating the deposit reserve) while loans would 

continue to be available for new higher-capacity facill ties. Overseeing 

thls new system would be a Rural Electrification Advisory Council made 

up of 12 representatives from the farm community, two from the 

government, and two from each of the power companies, to "ensure that 

whatever financial support is provided by the provincial government 

lwnefi ts only the farm consLuner, " and make reconunendations as to the 

33U/AUREA, AUREA, "Submission to the Special Caucus Committee on 
Utilittes," 26 November 1979. 

34UjAUREA, Calgary Power Ltd., "Submission to the Caucus Committee 
nn Rural Electrification," September 1979. 



level of government support needed to achieve "the appropri ate leve 1 of 

electric rates for the farmers within Alberta ,,35 

The AUREA' s Board of Directors voted unanimously to l't'commend the 

proposaI and brought i t to the membership .. Themai1 l'Pllson for 

support ing the RE. C proposaI was thal it would ~ivp _~~ l r<ll'lner~ in 

Alberta electric power rates equal to or better than any· .. here {n C,II1.ldll 

without havlng to carry a deposit reservp account," the ROdrd 01 

Directors told delegates to the 1980 conventlon Sine e t Ill' li 1 v 1 tif' li 

ownershlp of Alberta's electric systpm made a simple cross-subsidizdtllln 

through the rate structure impossible, the government wouid supply the 

funds directly. The proposal's strength was that "ft is acceptablp to 

the power companles and if thls meeting recommends lhat tlll' REA ., 

accept i t, we think the Alberta Government wi 11 make the necessary funds 

available " The generous fupding provided by the REC' s proposaI had 

been a concession to AUREA representatives in leturn for their dropping 

the long- standing demand for a central, farmer-owned agency or operat 1 rlp, 

company to pool all the REAs' resources However, the AUREA Board of 

Directors hedged their bets and submilted both the REC propo<,al <ind fl 

plan for creating a centralized operating company ta the REAs 36 

The members were not particularly impressed wl th eilher 

possibility Many were dismayed to discover they would be se Il i ng lhe 

system, but would still have Lo pay the thousands of dollars ln cost.., 

for new infrastructure "It doesn't make any sense, Il a mpmber of thû 

One Tree REA,. near Brooks observed "Someone's lO'iing money" In Il 

report ta convention delegates, the director advocating a centrallzprl 

agency admi tted 

l attended all six regional meetings in February and Mardi 
[ .. ) AIl of the meetings but one had a lareer attendance than tlao 

previous year The dele6ates displayed a very keen interest in the 
proposaIs that were presented There was one message however thnt 
came out ta me loud and clear trom these meetings PUBLIC POWEHI 
Without exception at every meeting someone asked the que'ition, why 
doesn' t the government simply implement public power Regions ') 
and 6 passed resolutions requesting public power . 

35UjAUREA, program of the AUREA Annual Convention, 1980, pp. 4, 6, 
26-27. 

36 Ibid ,pp 7, 28-29, 9 
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The number of REAs who sent the Board of Directors calls for public 

power outnumbered those approving either proposaI 37 

At the AUREA's June 1980 conventIon, the delegates defeated a 

resolution moved by president Alfrt?d McGhan to endorse the Boare! of 

Director' s support for the REC proposaI McGhan later called i t "a 

rough meeting," at which "the members told us in no certain terms they 

didn' t think much of the idea [of selling REA assets ta the power 

companies] " The delegates did vote to give the dirèctors "a mandate to 

continue negotiating for a comblned power system wi th REA members' 

coste:, to be administered by an REA-owned operating company" They also 

passed resolution calling on the provincIal government ta "create a 

Crown Corporation to own and operate the generatlon and transmission of 

electrical power in the province" and "that the municipa:it.Les be 

allowed to contlnue to distribute and retail power to their customers, 

and rural Alberta create a new entity to distribute and retail power.,,38 

The AUREA effectively killed the REC proposal, but the government 

was no more anxious th an before to follow the convention' s advlce on 

other solutions. The Minister of Utilities and Telephones, Larry 

Shaben, pointed out only about 200 of the province's 70,000 REA members 

attended the convention: "1 don' t feel comfortable in moving on a 

1 ('cornmendatlon mad in ehat way." A year later the AUREA Board of 

Dl rectors was able to report no progress on a centrally-administered 

opprating company and "no indication at this time" that the goverrunent 

was con!-.idering public ownership In fact, director at large Herman 

Schwenk told delegates ta the 1981 convention "There are times when l 

thlnk government is working against us in very small ways." GoverTU:lent 

officials had agreed wlth the merits of simpler proposaIs such as more 

stringent procedural requirements for REA meetings approvlng the sale of 

.lssets, or a fund to lend money to REAs at a preferred rate for 

J7Ca1gary Herald, 20 March 1980; UjAUREA, Program of the AUREA 
Annudl Convention, 1980, pp 10, 4 

J8UjAUREA, Minutes of AUREA Annual Convention, 1980, pp. 20-21 
(unfortunate 1y, the ffilnutes do not give the resu1ts of the vote); "The 
REAs dispute thelr fate; Rural electrification co-ops have lost their 
zing -- but they ha te selling out to capitalists," Alberta Report, 22 
~dV 1981, P 2~ 
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rebuilding and upgrading, but "there has been practically no actton on 

any cf them "39 In the meantime, REAs were selling their off rhetr 

assets to the power compcmies at an ever-increasing rate' as Table XI 

demonstrates, their membership began an abso1ute dec1ine in 1981 

However, at the end of 1981, the government dcted ta !'olvt' tlw 

issue of e 1ectric rates separate ly from the phys lcal dec l ine of tht' 

rural system The Conservatives established the Alberta Elecrrlc Ener~v 

Me.rketing Agency, to buy a11 the e1ectriclty gt'l1t~rated hy TI,I\I!-.Alt,\ 

Utilities, Alberta Power, and Edmonton Power, pool it, and s~ll it bdck 

to them at an averaged priee. As of September l, 1982, Clist omt'I·., nt 

Alberta Power received an over-a11 rate reduction of approxilll<ltply 30 

per cent, whi1e customers of TransAlta Utilities were blinded to their 

rate increases by a five-year "shie1ding progrdm" I.1nder whlch t1w 

government subsidized them on a steadily decreac;ing ba5is ~iithout 

interfering with power company profits, the governmE'nt had flnally 

achieved cross-subsidlzation of electric rates in Alberta in rime for u 

provincial e1ection Two years later, the government cornplptpd rlw 

process for the benefit of rural customers, pooling the REA ratc acro~s 

the province and averaging it with that- for urban residt'nt laI 

customers 40 

At the AUREA' 5 1983 convention, the new Minister of Utilities and 

Telecommunications, Bob Bogle, announced yet another task force to 

review the state of rural electrification, but thic; one flnally led ru 

concrete action. By the time BogIe addressed the next convemtion ln 

June 1984, he had issued not on1y a minhterial statement on rural 

e1ectrification, but a series of amendments ta the statutes governlng 

39A1berta. Legislative Assemb1y, Alberta Hansnrd, 19th Legi~laturp. 
(17 November 1980), P 1555, U/AUREA, Program ot the AUREA Annual 
Convention, 1981, p 24a, 9 

40A1berta, Electric Energy Marketing Agency, Annual Rp po !::.l , 1981, 
pp 7, 15, 13, Kenneth Whyte, "Much ado about EEMA. Citie~ (Jbjecl tn 
subsidizing rural power," Alberta Report, 26 November J98/~, pp 9-]0 
While the cities decried the averaglng of urban and rural re~idenLié!1 

rates, the AUREA called for a two per cent increa.se in the power 
companies' indus trial rates, which they mai ntained wou] d prov! de f or a 
20 per cent decrease in the domestic ratE:, Jennifer We':>taway, "The 
rural power struggle, Farmer co-ops battle electrici ty' s big boy~," 

Ibid., 11 July 1983, p 23 
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the REAs Henceforth, proposaIs for the sale of an REA would require 

notice prior to the meeting and the approval of at least two-thirds of 

the members present, the limit for loans from the Rural Electrification 

Revolving Fund was increased from $20,000 to $25,000; for the first 

t ime, the loans were made available to individual farmers living where 

lhert> were no REAs and for the installation of service of more th an 25 

V.VA (large single-phase and three-phase power) In addition, the 

Minister called on the REAs and the power companies "to consider 

incorporating the following principles, as approved by this government, 

1 Il the new mas ter agreements " 

a That a uniforrn contract be used by the REAs and the companies 
and that where special circumstances warrant addenda to that 
contract, this would be encouraged. 

b That REAs have the option to provide a11 farm services, 
including single-phase and three-phase custorners 

c That the deposit reserve funds can be administered by the 
REAs 

d That REAs be given the right to hire their own contractar for 
original and reconstruction [sic] of their own distribution 
systems 

For once, a cabinet minister had listened to the AUREA: the principles 

were precisely the objections to the Master Contract its leaders had 

1 isted in a brief to Bogle a year earlier and the new regulations for 

dpproving the sale of an REA responded to a long-standing request. They 

were also the specifie recommendations the Conservative caucus committee 

on REAs had made seven years before 41 

Together, these initiatives represented a slight shift in the 

ha Idnce of power a'IJay from the power compan~es and towards the REAs and 

the requlrement for a two-thirds rnajority actually prevented sorne sales 

o i REAs to the power companies. The principles Bogle laid out for a new 

~aster Contraet were endorsed in a memorandum of understanding in 

1+1Alber:a. Sess ional Paper No. 322/84, "Ministerial Statement, 
Dep.trtment of Utilities and Telecommunications, Rural Electrification," 
1~ MdV 1984 (virtually the same text is ln Alberta, Legislative 
AssE'mbly, Alberta Hansard, 20th Legislature, [14 May 1984], p. 834); 
II /AUKEA. "Report: to Hon Bob BogIe, Minister of Utili ties & 
Te It>cOlnmunicat ions," [J 1 J anuary 1983] 



January 1985 and gave the REAs a limited financiai aU"'~nomy. The 

AUREA' s president Alfred McGhan wrote that "the activity created hv 

negotiating and signing a new contract has given us a temporary 

reprieve, " though the progress of individua1 negotiations was slow (only 

47 of 206 agreements had been completed by August lQS6) 

letter to the new premier, Don Getty, McGhan dlso wrote. 

present time we have lost almost 33% of the REA system 

But ln Il 

"Up to the 

Thf're i s 

nothing in the new contract to change that trend in thE' long tenn." Ih­

appea1ed to Getty for government support in creating a centrdl ,1gP\ll'V 

through a common deposit reserve for aIL the remaining REAs, with which 

thpy "would no longer be vulnerable to Utility Company take ovel' beCI111tH' 

they would accomplish t inanc ing capital work wi thout havinp; ta pl'epay 

for future work. ,,42 As of che swruner of 1989, however, the AUREA has 

made no progress towards the centralized agency it first proposed twenty 

years before 

But though the Conservatives took few new initiatives, they have 

left their mark on the REAs first set up by the Social Credi t 

government. They increasingly resemble the rural gas cooperatives the 

new Conservative government established in the early 1970s The 

situation then faeing them was remarkably s imilar. the Conse rva t ives 

had promised to help provide farms wi th natural gas in thp 19 Il 

election, which the government justified as allowing rural Alhenan,> "a 

fair share of the beneflts enjoyed by the people of this provincl' from 

their ownership of natural resources" The large prlvate ga .. ut i l i llo'!' 

had connected Alberta' s concentrated urban markets and avoided rural 

customers, only 25 per cent of whom had natural gas by 1973, moc,t 

provided by individual taps from pipeline,> and by 46 rural cooper8tLvp~ 

"The major gas utilities have often entered the rural field ln 

partnership with a farmer gas co-operative, but no one pretend~ that the 

scattered rural consumers present a lucratlve market for franchUH' 

ho1ders," a government position paper exp1ained, admitting it would he 

42Alberta, Alberta aansard, 2lst Legislature (27 August 1986), p 
1337; Alberta, Department of Utilities and Telecommunications, Annual 
Report, 1984-85, p 28, U/AUREA, A.C McGhan to Don Getty, 17 Decemher 
1985. 
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an unprofitable venture. In fact, the stated "Core of the Policy" was: 

"Since cross-subsidization through the rates is no longer possible 

across the province, equalization has ta be achieved through the general 

provincial revenues 

both "{~ '3 

either by way of grant or guaranteed loan or 

Like Social Credit with rural electrification 25 years earlier, the 

r:onservat ives never cons idered public ownership of the gas utilities, 

but thf'ir solution ta the problem was ta throw public money at it. 

Farmers were originally obliged to pay only a maximum of $1,700 of the 

estimated maXlmum cast per farm of $3,000, and 85 per cent of that could 

be borrowed us ing government - guaranteed loans As mounting inflation 

raised the costs past initial estimates, the goverrunent increased its 

contributiun, till the grants covered 65 per cent of construction costs. 

The natural gas cooperatives were also designed to be much more viable 

operatlons th an the REAs had been the franchise boundaries were to be 

set as widely as posstble and rural municipalities (counties) were 

encouraged to sP.t up gas utili ties, which four did In addition, the 

provinclal Utilities Department provided rural gas cooperatives with 

business and engineering assistance, an optional customer billing 

system, and acted as their provincial broker, buying from suppliers and 

~elllng to the rural distrlbutors at a uniform price. 44 

The rural electric system's physical deterioration, combined with 

the erosion of the REAs' deposit reserves by inflation, demonstrated 

their fundamental inadequacy' they were captives of their suppliers, 

llndercapitalL~ed, and made up of farmer-members with more pressing 

concprns -- not 50 much true cooperatives as organizations for a joint 

43 Alberta, Department of Telephones and Ut1litles, Rural Gas Policy 
fol' Albertans, 1973, pp. 1-7, 

44 Ibid , P 8 -12, Alberta, Department of Transportation and 
Utilites, Natural Ga;; for Rural Albertans, 1986, pp. 3-4. The result 
WdS actually praised by New Democratic Party leader Grant Notley as "one 
of the really good programs we have in place ln this province. The 
difference between the rural gas co-ops and the REAs is that we have 
glVPI1 [them] much more autonomy to be functioning business units and 
make important decisions. as opposed to the situation where REAs have 
t'ssentially been vehicles for the power cornpani?c:; ... If, Alberta, 
Lpgislatlv€' Assembly, Alberta Hansard, 20th Legislature, (17 May 1984), 
p q3q 
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liabilityo The farmers saw that liability as an obligation ta PUy for 

electric lines twice and many members preferred to see that paymt>nt 

buried in their total electric bills rather th an continue ta beat- H 

formal responsibility for it ° For their part, the power companies wet°t' 

willing to acquire and improve the rural infrastructurE' they h,ld not 

been prepared to buildo 

The Conservative government found an original formula to allow 

urban-rural cross-subsidization of rates while lellving the powpr 

cornpanies in private hands, then finally reinforced the REAs sllght Iy 

with larger subsidies and increased financial powers But thost' 

measures merely meant reconstruc ting rural power 1 ines became a mon' 

viable enterprise for those farmers who chose to undertake it, while the 

system they were building remained outside their control 
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CONCLUSION 

I\ftür bO many words on the subject of farrn electric service, a 

(dV('nt IS in on!cr. whilc electric service has obviously been essential 

III ,il 10wiTlg fann famUies a standard of living approaching that of urban 

I,ulli J 1(·L" it ha,> always been a minor part of total farm operating costs. 

EV('1l I>y ! 906, for instance, when virtually all Alberta farms had 

plpclrtc ,>PI'vicp, electricity dnd telt.>pl,one bills .:ombined wcre onl)' 1 3 

pr') C('llt of t ot ,11 fann operating expenses. Since prairie agriculture ~s 

l ·tl'Il'.JV(· and Ilot lntensive, fossil fuels haVè always been the more 

1 Illjlort ,1Ilt E'IH'qjY source in 1981, the average Alberta farm spent only 

~,I'I() O!1 (.1(·ct.ncHy, compal'ed to $5,237 spent on gasoline and diesel 

111,·j 

j"!('ctnclty, then, is a small part of the "cost-price squeeze" 

1 dllll('r~ LiCe, dS d eompeting independent producers who se11 produce tD 

dlH! ],uV L,lIppI1C''-, from large corporate oligopohes and monopo1ies. Yet 

(·i('Cl t le t>prvice also serves as its perfect illustration: Alberta 

fdtïIlPl"'>'S incollles depend on the prices they are paid in f1uctuating 

Il.!t iOlld1 and illternational markets, while the power companies are 

1I101\()pol i('''' which "op] l at él priee set by the Public Utilities Board 50 as 

tn r,U.II,lllt!'P them.1 hpdlthy return on thC'ir equity 

Al (Ill' lwginning of this thesis, l sC't out the premise that farmers 

.lll' lorl'l·d. 111 f<l(,(' of their exploitdtion by the capitalist enterprises 

th,,\, d(',11 \nth, to constantly increa.se thcir own productivity, until 

t Ill' \' 1 1 Ild 1 Iv undprpdy their own The contradiction of 

,1)'.lll'ultlll"(, III d l'dpitalist economy is that this process can not be 

,II 1 (l\"l'c\ t (l PO 
" 

on cOl1tll1uously, or the physical minimum required to 

"'lI<,t,1Î1l thC' t.ll"In community will disappear and with it the possibility 

1 (lI f lIrllH'r Cnrp(1l'dtc capital accumulation The solution to the proble~ 

1" pr('Sl'nt ('cl hv the government, which inJ ects new funds and allovJs 

,Il'l'llllllll ,lt i (lll t (l l'ont illue 

1·\I1>l'1 t,l, Dl'partment of Agriculture. A Historical Series of 
:\UL<'\lltIILd SLltlstil's for Alberta, [1967?J, p 119; Canada, 
-';t,ll i ... t Il" CIlI,Hl.I, r.ll/n ~y lise lQ8l, 1983, Table 5, p. 35 
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Rural electrification is an excellent example of this' from the 

1920s through the 1950s, the huge cost of individual electric servin' 

was beyond the resources of aIl but the wealthiest farmers, whi le for 

the power companies the financlal benefits of building li rUl'til 

infrastructure were negligible, if not negative Yet eventunlly, 

electric service became an essential element in givlng fdrmers d 

standard of living roughly comparable to that enjoyed by the rebt ot 

Albertan society, failure to provide it would have created sueh ft ~8p 

between rural and urban life that agriculture would have bpcolllt' Il 

marginal economic activi ty. The only me ans to provldp rural 

electrification was government intervention 

The usefulness of analyzing rural electrification in Alberta, then, 

is that it provides a means to see government intervention in the soeLll 

condition of agriculture fro~ 1920 to the present In fact, l believe 

the differing approaches to rural electrification by the United farmers 

of Alberta, Social Credit, and Progressive Conservative governments 

offer illustrations of their general political relationships to AlbertA 

farmers. In Vernon Fowke's words: "It is a question of the place of 

agriculture within the price system and of the views of the government 

concerning the maintenance or Alteration of that place."2 

The United Farmers of Alberta entered electoral polities in 1920 

with a program espousing public ownership of monopolies, includl ng 

electric utilities But the individuals who drafted the platform were 

not the same as those elected ta the legislature 1 and the movement' <; 

program bore little relationship to the government' s actions during III 

years in power. Rather than governrnent in the interest of the farmer'l, 

the UFA provided "business government" non-partisan publIc 

administration whose aim was to improve the public finance, The 

government's natural inclinations were reinforced by the problems lert 

by the previous Liberal government, whieh had pi led up the province' s 

debt load to build expensive infrastructure whlch became inereabingly 

unprofitable in the depressed economic conditions of the early 1970<; A 

2Vernon C Fowke, The National Poliey and the Wheat Eeonorny, 
(Toronto, 1957), p. 289. 
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case in point was rural telephone service, only offered after the 

goverrunent had taken over the Bell Telephone Company' s operations in 

1908, but whose expansion was cut back by the UFA in 1923 because of the 

heavy deficits it incurred 

The UFA goverrunent had little interest in taking over electric 

generation and distribution: in a controversy over control of the Bow 

River's water power, its priority was merely ta gain provincial control 

in arder then ta grant the rights ta the privately-owned Calgary Power 

company But the issue of control over hydro-electric power sources 

brought the issue to the attention of UFA members; the i r convention 

resolutions made clear that they understood bath the potential of rural 

e1ectric service and the fact that it could only be made widely 

dvailable under public ownership allowed the system to invest in an 

unprofi table service. Their aemands forced the government to cons ider 

public ownership and rural electrification in the late 1920s, though at 

first it was intimidated by the heavy cost The cabinet was cheered by 

improved economic conditions and intrigued by the possibilities hydro­

electric power seemed to offer for industrial development, and actually 

considered a project following the model of the Hydro-Electric Power 

Commission of Ontario. 

lIowever. even before technical studies of rural electrification' s 

feasibility could be considered, the collapse of the Alberta economy in 

the Great Depression of the 1930s wiped the question from the 

government' ~ agenda On the contrary, the goverrunent rid i tself of the 

deficit-ridden rural telephone system, either allowing it to fold 

completely or handing aIl financial responsibility over to local Qutual 

companies The voters of Alberta did not appreciate the UFA 

goverrunent's loyalty ta a balanced budget over social welfare and in 

llns it was thrown out of office in favour of the new Social Credit 

movement, which promised ready money and the elimination of personal and 

public debt 

Social Credit drew much of i~s support from farmers, originally for 

i ts promises of monthly cash di vidends, but later also for i ts debt 

ddj us tment legis lat ion which. 

for indebted farmers until 

though unconsti tutional, provided relief 

the recovery of the agricultural economy 



16 'l 

during the Second World War. However, this {'xt{'nsive support IWb s('rvl'd 

to obscure the tact that Social Credit was not a fann{'r' s mOVE'm(>llt. TI\(' 

UFA rnovement had ernphasized the farrners's group Inten)st~ ,md tlll' llFA 

government had encouraged their economic s(>lf-suffic[('llcy tlll'ough 

cooperatives. Social Credit' s caUCl1S and cabinet, on the otlwr hand, 

were dominated by the small-town pro[pssiondls ,llltl bu~iIlP~<'Ill('1l wllich t(lI' 

UFA's approach had excluded and even alielldted. 

The resulting ambiguity in tlH' Social Crp<li t govprnlllPnt 1 <, '.howll by 

its confused reactions to the issue of rural t'lc'ctriflcdtloll dllrill/', (iiI' 

1940s; the confusion was heightened by the settling of tiH' i',',IlI", 01 

private debt through court decisions Hnd public d(·bt (Ilrough d 

settlement with the province's bondholders, hastening Social CIPdlt'~: 

drift towards conservative, anti-interventionist polici('[-; YC't dt tlH' 

same time the Second World War created a gelleral eXp(>ctllt ion III Cclllddlclll 

society that, after the war, social conditions would ehnnp,P lor Ihl' 

better: the Alberta farm movement exprC'!>s('d thi <; ill pdl't 1 hl 0\11'.11 

demands for rural electrification, while Alberta farln volp)-', l'XP) (".',(.t! 

it through sharply increased support for li\(' social <klllocrd(l< Co 

operative Commonwealth Federation 

The government created the Alberta Power COlllllli~~ion il! [C)lil with 

the power to take over the faei1it if'~ for t 1)(, 1',1'lll')'d! iOIl dlld 

distribution of electricity and presentPd ir to Ihp vol«r<.; )ll titI' l 'lIt Il 

provincial election ag a step towardg rural (']cclri ficdt 10ll 

Commission was a 5hel1 the government was not anxious 101111' III 1')lt /. 

both a private consultant and the Power Commi ss ion' <; lTIf'mbcr'~ rPLOIIIIll('II(J«<! 

to Premier Manning that the best and leasl ('xpensiv(' wny 10 providl' 

rural electrification 1IlBS to t .ke ovpr the privatf' IHlWf'r cOIll)lnIlIc", alld 

allow the profitable urban and commercial gC'rvic('<j ('0 cro<",-'.u}J',idu(· 

farm service. Manning - - preoccupled both by plll !o!>ophical obJ!'ct iCI)I', 

and concerns over public debt -- ignored that advicp and mad(' It c]('lIr 

to the power companies he wanted them to provid(; rural (d('CI rl(' 'iC-rvicl' 

in order to relieve him of the politieal nccps<,ity of pro'lidillg il 

through public ownership. 

To absolve his government completely of Ihc- r('<,pon',ibJllty (If 

choosing between rural needs and the power companips' prof j t<" 11"nninl~ 
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presented voters in the 1948 el~ction with a plebiscite, in which they 

cou1d choose between continued private control of electric power 

facilities or development und~r the Alberta Power Commission. With the 

final results tabulated under suspicious circumstances, the plebiscite 

resu1ted in a majority of 139,991 votes ta 139,840 for private 

ownership A detailed analysis of the resu1ts shows that the vote of 

the eities for prlvate ownership defeated the vote for public own&rship 

in non-urban ridings, and that withln non-urban ridings, the towns and 

villages generally voted for private ownership while the farms voted for 

public power While officially neutral, the Social Credit government 

had been able to use the unwillingness of town and city dwellers to 

subs idize farmers' electric service to gain a mandate for continued 

private control; it used the plebiscite ta eliminate the only real 

issue in the election campaign and easj ly retained its parliamnentary 

majori ty. 

The vehicle the government then created for rural electrification 

was built to the power companies' specifications: farmers formed 

cooperatives which were supplied with electricity fIat cost" by the power 

compani.es, but which left them with all of the financial burden of 

building the system. In addition, the contract the Rural 

Electrification Associations signed gave the power companies control 

over everything from their rates to t'Ieir membership; there was no 

possibility of REAs getting an alternate supply of energy, nor of 

pLoviding service ta customers on their territory other th an farmers and 

they dveraged only 100 members in short, no possibility of an 

aULonomous existence. 

Or 19inally, the only aid offered ta members of the FEAs was a 

goverrunent guarantee of their borrowing, which averaged $900 per farmer 

in the early 1950s The result, however, was that only the wea.lthiest 

fdrming areas were able ta electrify, generally those in the south of 

the province and the program proved 50 unpopular even Social Credit 

members of the 1egislature and convention delegates criticized it 

public ly In 1952, in time for a provincial election, a revolving fund 

was established ta lower the downpayment for REA members ta Rn average 

of $150 and lend the remainder at an interest rate of 3 S per cent; 
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losses ln the lQS6 election 

$5 a month, and 25 years to 

pay," included in a tarmer' s electric bill. The changes in form ll1\d 

indirect subsidies obscured the role of the cooperatives and thel"€'bv the> 

government's rhetoric of K 5.elf-sufficient system in which th~ fanntws 

e1ectrified the rural areas themselves 

Tl->e percentage of Alberte farms sel\Ted by central electric Stdtt.1t1S 

had grown to 85.6 per cent by 1966, from 16 pel' cent ill 1l)5l, and a Jnt'l't' 

1.6 per cent i:1 1946. But Hithin a short time of reaching nl,H-kf>t 

saturation. the system of cooperatives used to 8chl eve l'lira 1 

e1ectrification began to show 

leader of the Alberta Union 

lts 

of 

weaknesses, As e.Œiy as 1Q61, .. 

Rural Electrification Assoctatlons 

poillted out. that the system would require rebuilding ar.d suggesté'd the 

financia1 reserves of aU the REAs which were administered for them 

by the power cOfllpanies be pooled in arder for them te ghfll,' the 

costs. In 1971, the Social Credit govet'nment of Hacry St rom and 

promised legislation to create a central adminstration [or the REAs, to 

pool th~d,r reserve funds, centralize cheir accounting and buy pOWE'l" i 1\ 

bulk; the Progressive Conservative opposition '3upported the mensure llnd 

promised to ensure lower rates. However, after the Conservetlves 

defeated the Strom government in the !1ummer of 1971, they di.d nnthlng 

Unfortunately, the Conservative eovernmenc'., inaction came al El 

time cf record inflation, so that as the rural electric qysteffi 

disintegrated, the cos~ of rebuilding lt increased exponentidliy Many 

REAs. reacted by selling theit' assets to the power companies, for a 

fraction of their value and a reimbut"sement of their reserve fuuds; 

though the result was higher electric bi 11s, the cdpital Eor rebui ldirog 

the liner would then come from the company's reserves rathe!'" than a lpvy 

Ofl the membership. The power companies "Ieré! happy 1.0 buy the lJ10S t 

lucrative rural electric systems, now that the farmers had estahll.c,hed 

them at their mm expense, but th ... y wcre no\ lnterested in ati of them 

For the REAs the power companies refused to buy out, the gov~rnment wa"i 

forced to devise a series of ~d hoc soluti ons, making ] fJ3nC; ;Ind gnmts 

ta make repairs and ensure continued electric service. 
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Fina11y, in 1980, a goverrunent-sponsored Rural Electri-::: Counci1 

came up wi th a proposaI for the power com~anies to buy out the remaining 

FEAs and for t!1e government to subsidize rural electric rates and 

prcJ'llde lO.:lIlS for the construction of new infrastructure Though the 

A[;IŒA' c, Board of Directors endorsed the proposaI, its annual convention 

n'JPcted lt and lnstead gave the Board a mandate to continue to press 

for ,} centralized admimstration while calling on the government to take 

<J'/pr <-li J prl'.rately-owned electric power generaLion and distribution. 

'~il1CP then, the government has helped to alter the terms of the contract 

IH~twepn the RFAs and the power companies somewhat, giving the REAs 

gr~ater control over their finances, but i~ continues to ignore requests 

for both publ ic ownership or a centralized administration 

Instl'ad of the major reform in the rural electric system in the 

farmers' Interests which the Conservatives had promised while in 

oppo~ition, in power their only major proposal has been to hand the 

~y~tem over to the power companies. The fact that ev en that solution to 

tlw sye; tem' s problems would have invoi ved a maj or subs idy from the 

govprnment, shows that the essence of the Conservative' s approach has 

IWP!1 to allow the system to develop to su:'t the power companies' 

illtc'n'st~, whi le providing enough additional fun1s to prevent dis content 

,lInollg thl'ir [arm customers 

The two constants in the history of rural electrification in 

t\ llwrtd hdve been the farm movement' s recurring demand for public 

owrwl'ship of the electrlc utilities and the government's refusal to take 

\)\'l'r the private power companies' as sets and use the system's profits to 

t'II<,t11'e ,111 essential but costly service to the farmers. Rural 

\'ll'ct rification will contlnue to be an issue in Alberta until the 

go\'prnnwnt 15 wi 11 ing to break wi th the pas t and ignore the property 

l'1ghts of the private power monopolies, in favour of the interests of 

(Ill' Ln-m population. 
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APPENDIX l 

SUMMARY OF PLESISCITE RESULTS 

August 17, 1948 

Private ownership Pub 1 i e ownt>r~h 1 p 

~ vote 

1,578 38.8 (14 ) 2,487 61 'l 

1,350 37 0 ( Il ) 2,'}Q8 () l () 

1,262 29 1 ( L,) 3,077 /0 lJ 

2) 2,624 64 3 l ,/4')6 ~ ') 

1) 2,770 65 9 1,/136 ll, 

] ,423 38 0 (12 ) 2.320 6'l 0 

* 26,325 69.6 k 11 , 1,78 lO L, 

2,164 42 8 (28) 2,891 1/ '} 

1,268 46 0 (27) 1,488 54 0 

1,722 38 3 (13) 2,788 61 

1,279 47 5 (11) 1, /+14 57 1 

( 4) 2,360 60 0 1,513 1,0 0 

1,862 47 G ( 32) 2,0')1 ') '} l, 

* 22,351 51 0 21 ,4/8 II') .0 

1,623 33 9 ( 8) 3,170 66 

( 6) 2,007 56 0 1,')74 l,l, 0 

2,293 49 6 (34 ) 2,334 50 l, 

1,673 32.2 (7) 3,120 67 8 

lbl) 
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1 Private ownership Public nwnership 

(on<; t. ituency rank vote --- rank vote 
-~ 

Hand Hills 1,759 44.9 (25) 2,154 55 0 

Lacombe 1,994 43.3 (21 ) 2,608 56.7 

Leie Ste Anne 1,242 28 9 ( 3) 3,061 71 1 

IA!duc 1,899 44 0 (22) 2,414 56 0 

Lpthbrtdge * 4,237 64 9 2,291 35 1 

1,1 t r- l p Bow (10) 1,653 52 1,517 47 9 

Mdcleod ( 8) 2,179 53 7 1,875 46 3 

Mellie ine Hat * 5,186 81.0 1,214 19 0 

Okotoks-
High River 3) 3,321 61. 2 2,109 38 8 

01d5 5) 2,398 58 6 1,694 41.4 

r"ace River 1,914 42 9 (19) 2,547 57 1 

l'emb i na 1,710 34 3 ( 9) 3,276 65 7 

Pillchpr Creek-
Crowsnpst 1. 838 44.6 (23) 2,284 55.4 

l'onokd 1,622 41.7 (17) 2,268 58.3 

Red Oeer ( 9) 2,963 52 8 2,649 47.2 

Redwater 804 22 7 ( 1) 2,743 77.3 

Rocky Mounta in 
House 2,210 45.6 (26) 2,633 54 4 

Sedgewick 1,962 48.2 (33) 2.111 51. 8 

Spirit River 1,147 31.9 ( 5) 2,447 68.1 

Sr- Albprt 1,897 44.8 (24) 2,333 55.2 

St Paul 1,945 41.5 (16) 2,741 58.5 

Stpttler ( 7) 2,190 53.9 1,872 46.1 



Private ownership 

Constituency rank vote --

Stony Plain 1,360 35 9 

Taber 1,485 46 5 

Vegrevi11e 1,225 32 1 

Vermill ion 1,732 43 1 

Wainwright 1,813 41 0 

Warner (1) 1,265 51 3 

Wetaskiwin 2,301 46 2 

Willingdon 1,069 28 2 

TOTAL' 139,991 50.03 

* Rankings are for rural ridings on1y, 
ridings (Calgary, Edmonton, Lethbridge, 
private ownership. 

1,'1 

Public ownership 

rank vote % -
(10) :.> ,/dO 6/, 

(2 q ) l , 111 '>3 ~) 

( 6) 2,)9, 6/ II 

(20) 2,284 'lb q 

(15) 2,608 c) <) 0 

1,199 /,8 7 

(28) 2,676 'J ! 8 

Lll 2,716 71 8 

139,8/,0 49 97 

all four exclu~ively urh/lll 
and Medicine Hat) votpd 1(11-

Source: Alberta, Chief Electoral Officer, A Report 011 Alhpltd 

Elections, 1905-1982, (Edmonton, 1983), p. 185 



YPdr 
-~ 

1 <JMI 

l 'J/l ') 

j ')Idl 

1 fil, 1 

1 <J/,S 

1%9 

1'1 '10 

1 l)') 1 

19 ');) 

1 </') 3 

1 q ')/1 

1 q ') '1 

19'->6 

1957 

19')8 

lq59 

APPENDIX II 

FARMS SERVED BY CENTRAL ELECTRIC STATIONS 
COMPARED TO TOTAL NUMBER OF FARMS' 

ALBERTA, SASKATCHEWAN, AND MANITOBA, 1944 - 1971 

Allwrt a Saskatchewan Manitoba 

"pr'/en total served total served 
=== 

total 
non-res non- res non-res 

operators* operéitors* operators* 

l ,244 293 1,070 

l ,620 417 1,236 

l, '391 84,350 486 125 1612 2,311 5414~ 
7,313 16,011 3,341 

2,275 739 3,496 

3,393 1,227 5,694 

S,P17 2,299 11 , 155 

11,032 4,057 16,964 

1'3,479 84 1 315 5,594 112,018 23,77 7 52,383 
8,311 18,162 4,511 

18,055 8,591 29,623 

;> l, , 181 13,850 33,601 

30,504 21,287 37,422 

34,768 28,993 38,277 

37,658 79
1
424 38,495 103 1 391 38,091 49,201 

9,366 21,161 5,137 

41,130 44,955 38,120 

45,848 50,813 38,700 

46,258 55,424 39,027 
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Alberta Saskatchewan Manitobd 

~ served total served total served ln t ., 1 
non-res non-res non-l"t's 

operators* operators* o~wrat Ol"S* 

1960 49,757 59,384 39,162 

1961 52,316 73,213 62,260 93,924 39,326 L11! 1O(' 
7,396 18,006 l, q '1/ 

1962 54,689 59,684 3 q , Il H l) 

1963 57,034 61,084 39,639 

1964 58,604 62,436 11} , ')89 

1965 60,064 62,260 39,412 

1966 59,431 69 , 411 65,531 85 , 686 19, <)94 3 () , III 1 
7,414 16,861 l , 61, ') 

1967 60,863 67,147 39,5/9 

1968 61,U30 67,874 39,359 

1969 63,483 65,991 19,288 

1970 64,249 66,319 38,9')1 

1971 64,768 62 , 702 66,426 76 , 970 38, /36 V, l'JH 1 
7,617 18,539 li , ') l ï 

*The number of farms whose operators were non-resident is indlcdlf'd 
parenthetically; the phenomenon is too complex to allow thero ln !Jp 
sirop1y subtracted from the total numbe1:" , and it can be ac;~umpd t hdt 

operators were reside~t on the majority of t~rms el~rtrified 
In 1961, the Cens us definition of a [ann was changed to thdt of "d 

holding of one acre or more IN1 th the .sales of &~ricultur,tl produ( t,; 

during the past twelve months valued at $50 or roore" Ac; fi rC'.ul t, t Il(' 
Alberta Power Commission concluded. "Both ':he total number of fa::m'J 011 

w:üch someone actually lives and the total of the Farme; f>l,'cuif j(.t! 

include roany farms which qualify as such by the censUf-. deflnltlon 1)ll! 

are, in truth, little more than rural residences", Alberta l'(JW('r 

Commission, Annua1 Report, 1962, p. l,6 

Source: Alberta Power Conunission, Annual Report, 1953, Tabl~ 6, p JO, 
~, 1963, Table 7, p. 8; ~,1970, Table 8, p 9; Canddd, 
Statistics Canada, E1ectric Power Statistics, vol 2, Annual Statl~lic~, 
(Catalogue No. 57-202), 1970, Table q; Canada, Cens us of the Prairlr! 
Provinces, 1946, vol. 4, Table 40; Canada, Census of Canada, 1971, v01 
4, Tab le 2. 
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APPENDIX III 

"WlIAT ELECTRICITY ON THE FARM MEANS TO OUR FAMILY' S WAY OF LIFE" 

The prlze-winning entry in an essay contest sponsored by Calgary Power, 
written by Mrs Harold Almberg of Czar, Alberta 

Brlghtnl~ss b the theme of our life since our Sather R E.A. line 

(,une through last June connecting us to Calgary Power. Perhaps my 

husband and l appreciate it especially since we worked for a year in 

organizing our association, getting contracts signed and accomplishing 

the harde~ t part - the financing We feel the power line is partly 

"our baby" The result of our effort is deeper appreciation 

When flna lly the power was turned on, we fe l t that we were truly 

pmerglng from the dark ages; from the dimness of oil lamps we entered a 

bright world where our dreams might become reality. We can inspect aIl 

the modern appliances and plan toward those we want most. Because the 

origlnal cost of getting the puwer is a sizeable investment, we feel 

that 0111y by using power in a11 possible ways will we realize the full 

v,llue of our investment. 

By havlng a competent Job of wiring done, we are now free of many 

fornwr [ire hdzards larnps, lanterns, tank heaters, etc On these 

fro5ty mornlngs, my husband finds it pleasant ta have his car or truck 

~tart instantly, warmed by block heaters Two of our boys are members 

of the 4-H Beef Club, warmed water in the stock tank and electrical 

1 ights in the barn are helpful to them in successful care of their 

feeder calves Baby pigs in mid-winter have a better chance of surJival 

with a heat lamp keeping them cosy, instead of snuggling beside a sow 

wlllch might smother them 

F.lectrical appliances in tlle home speU the difference between 

Ccl~'e free housekeeping and drudgery. What a pleasure ta be free of the 

Doisv. bdlky engine on the washing machine! Our freezer in the basement 

is wonderful in keeping various fresh meats available. Vitamin-full 

fru i t 5 and ve ge t db les frozen las t summe rare much finer flavored than 
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canned ones we had before. The vacuum cleaner is mv spec laI l-.e-t. lI!:>l'd 

every day, it keeps our home cleaner than was E've-r possiblE' be-fol(' lt 

also does a fine job of spraying wax on the floors 

that part of the laundry in haIt the former timE' 

Mv 5 team i ron dot'!:> 

A portable heater is a comfort whether lIsed to hE'at thE' bHthroom or 

dispel draft.s whüe dressing the baby Recently, 1 had a he-HVV dlt"..t 

cold that l feared might put me in hospi tal, but aft!."!" ci ft'w hout.., on 

the heating-pad my chest was clear 

was aI 50 speedily cured 

Our neighbor borrowed ! t lat!'l" Ililli 

There is a great deal of satisfaction in seeing ell'ctr!c,d 

appliances do heavy manual labor eas ily dnd inexpens i Vl' 1 y. Thl' t [lIll' 

saved we spend in cultural pursuits, with the family or in <,ocLll work, 

every community organization i5 crying for helpers 

This country was buil t on the dreams of our pioneE'r Lltlwt"'i, for 

the future, we have vivid dreams of the endless possibilities that rural 

electrification can bring us. 

Source: Red Deer Advocate, 24 February 1954 
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