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Alberta may exist federally in a sea 
of Tory blue, but Stéphane Dion isn’t 
conceding defeat. Hinting that an 
election is just around the corner, 
the leader of the federal Liberal Party 
was in Edmonton on Saturday, 24 
February to let an intimate crowd of 
supporters know that his party was 
including the province in its cam-
paign strategy.

“We don’t know when the elec-
tion will come, but let’s assume it’s a 
matter of weeks,” Dion said, point-
ing to the fact that federal Finance 
Minister Jim Flaherty will deliver the 
nation’s budget on 19 March. As the 
budget is a confidence bill, a failure to 
pass could force the minority govern-
ment into an election.

“Some will say, ‘Don’t go in Alberta, 
focus on Toronto and the areas of the 
country where we have seats.’ No, no. 
... We want to think of our party as 
a national party, not the party only of 
some provinces, but of all the prov-
inces,” he added.

In the 2006 federal election, the 
Conservatives took all of Alberta’s 
28 seats with 65 per cent of the vote, 
while the 15 per cent of Albertans 
who voted Liberal were left without 
any Members of Parliament elected.

“I know it’s difficult when we say 
we’re a Liberal in Alberta; I know it’s 
strange for many people. But don’t 
look at [it] this way—look [to] the 
future,” Dion said. “Don’t look [at] the 
polls of the past and the results—each 
election starts from scratch. What you 
will have to face at the next election 
is not the same situation as the next 
one.”

Despite the lack of Liberal MPs from 
Alberta, the Alberta Liberal Party is 

alive in the province, with 15 of the 
provincial Legislature’s 83 seats.

Bryant Lukes, a University of 
Alberta philosophy and political 
science student, pointed to Pierre 
Trudeau’s legacy of the National 
Energy Program—which is still a sore 
spot for many Albertans—as push-
ing voters toward the Conservatives 
during federal elections. He opined 
that the provincial Liberals were 
“more right wing.”

Since the Liberal sponsorship 
scandal came to light, the leader of 
the Alberta Liberals, Kevin Taft, has 
worked to distance himself from the 
federal party.

“I think that Kevin Taft has a differ-
ent responsibility, being a provincial 
Liberal, to sort of look after Alberta’s 
interests,” said Lukes, clad in a red-
and-white Stéphane Dion T-shirt. “I 
don’t really think we even have an 
idea of what an Alberta Liberal gov-
ernment might look like [were they 
ever to win a majority]—I think it’s 
just something that we can imagine 
what it might be like.”

Still, Dion was hopeful that 
Liberal representation in the Alberta 
Legislature would translate to support 
at the federal level.

“The fact that you have Liberal seats 
at the provincial level should be an 
inspiration for us to have Liberal seats 
at the federal level; it’s possible, it’s 
doable,” Dion said. “A lot of the seats 
that we think are out of touch for us, 
completely too Conservative that we 
[don’t] think to take them, we may 
have a big surprise.”

However, some of the younger 
members of the crowd were skepti-
cal of the Liberals’ chances in Alberta, 
arguing that there are flaws in the 
first-past-the-post electoral system, 
which gives victory to the candidate 
with the most votes, but not necessar-
ily the majority.

“We have this very small Liberal 
minority in Alberta that doesn’t get 
a voice—it’s all or nothing,” said 
Duncan Taylor, President of the Young 
Liberals at the U of A.

“I think [first-past-the-post] is kind 
of back-dated,” echoed Pablo Seto, 
a self-identified blue-Liberal who 
graduated from the U of A in 2005. 
“The problem with that system is that 
people get apathetic ... you don’t vote 
anymore because you feel that your 
vote is useless.”

He proposed reform to move to a 
system of mixed proportional repre-
sentation that would see seat distribu-
tion reflect the popular vote, quelling 
the tendency for strategic voting and 
giving a voice to the minority.

“Even though all the seats were 
Conservative in the last [federal] elec-
tion in Alberta, there’s actually a lot of 
us who vote Liberal,” Seto said.

Dion admitted that there were flaws 
in the current electoral system, but 
said it will have to do for now.

“[Electoral reform] will not be pos-
sible for the next election but after 
we may think to engage in debate in 
Canada,” Dion said.
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LUNG DISEASE PATIENTS FIND RELIEF 
IN NEW HELIUM TREATMENT
Most famous for its ability to raise the 
pitch of your voice and help decorate 
gymnasiums with balloons, helium is 
now being applied in a clinical setting to 
make patients with lung disease breathe 
a little easier.

University of Alberta researchers have 
discovered that a gas mixture called 
helium-hyperoxia—40 per cent oxygen 
and 60 per cent helium—can increase 
the exercise capacity of patients suffer-
ing from chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (COPD) by up to 245 per cent.

“There’s not a great deal that can be 

done for actually nursing the disease 
itself,” said Dr Neil Eves, the lead author 
of the study. “Exercise and rehabilitation 
is one of the best ways of [increasing 
the lung capacity of COPD patients]. 
It slows down [the] progression of the 
disease.”

The term COPD describes two lung 
diseases, chronic bronchitis and emphy-
sema, that obstruct airflow within the 
body and interfere with normal breath-
ing patterns. The diseases are primar-
ily caused by smoking and symptoms 
include increased mucus and coughing.

The study on helium-hyperoxia was 
conducted by Eves, now an assistant 
professor at the University of Calgary, 
under U of A staff Dr Stuart Petersen 
and Dr Dick Jones. They administered 

four different mixtures of gases to ten 
clinically stable men. Helium-hyperoxia 
results showed an exercise capacity 
double the results of using pure oxygen, 
which was the next most successful test. 
The pure oxygen allowed for a capacity 
double that found in room air.

Currently, COPD is the fourth lead-
ing cause of death in men and the fifth 
of women in Canada. Eight per cent of 
Canadians are believed to have the dis-
ease. The figures for the United States 
are similar.

“COPD has increased by 103 per cent 
in the US since 1970, which is far more 
than any other disease,” Eves said, 
explaining that COPD can be treated 
but not cured.
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