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A year ago, Stephen Duckett held his first,
and ultimately  last, meeting with the
Calgary Herald editorial board. It was clear
 then, his days as Alberta Health Services
boss were numbered.  Duckett, in person,
was every bit as impressive as he appeared
on  paper -- and as described in the release
put out by the very  government that
eventually fired him. 

The renowned Australian health economist
had strong ideas of where  and how to
improve the system. He had the experience
to get the job  done: to create a better
model of health care while remaining true 
to a single-payer, public system. 

What Duckett appeared to lack was an
awareness of the political  climate. He
balked at suggestions that the Tory
government might cut  him loose, if his
reforms became too unpopular with the
public. The  more Duckett spoke on Oct. 1,
2009, the more convinced I became that 
recruiting him was a win for Alberta health
care. 

Duckett got a tough grilling from eight
journalists at that  meeting. Most of us left
impressed, thinking his plan could work. 

I listened to the tape this week, wondering
what will happen to  those commonsense
ideas now that the plan has hit a dead end.
The  province unveiled another
five-year-strategy, leaving Duckett's work 

unfinished, and on the figurative operating
table. It's a huge loss. 

Duckett wanted to do things like identify
all of the people in  Edmonton and Calgary
hospital beds who would be better served 
elsewhere, but who had nowhere else to go.
Once that was measured,  he planned on
creating capacity where it was needed. 

"I know people said we're going to throw
them all out on the  streets, but I had to
have somewhere for them to go. I made a 
commitment, no one is going to move out
of a hospital, until there  is somewhere for
them to go." 

Duckett would have introduced more
equitable funding formulas, and  wanted
the money to follow the patient --
initiatives now left in  limbo. 

Nursing homes would be paid according to
the complexity of care  they offered, so
those treating patients with many issues
would get  the resources to provide the
service, while those accepting only 
low-needs patients would get paid less. 

When asked how many acute care beds
Calgary will need in five  years, Duckett
was quick to set straight such thinking:
"You should  start by saying: What is the
best way of meeting people's needs?" he 
said. "If I were asked where I think the
under-investment is most  acute, it's
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actually in the community services." 

Duckett would have also put more money
into mental health. 

"Until we've got our primary-care system
in place, until we've got  our
community-care system in place, I'd be
loath to say we need a  swag of extra beds."

This is a man accused of not caring? Yes,
the cookie comment wasn't  his finest
moment, but it's no firing offence. Duckett
was never  given a fair chance, something
already evident at the time of our  meeting.
The level of animosity surprised and
perplexed him,  although he had hoped
people would ultimately judge him on his 
performance. 

He felt much of the mistrust was inherited
from Ralph Klein's days,  and the "Third
Way" attempt. 

"There's no agenda that we have of any
kind that is against the  Canada Health
Act," Duckett insisted. "It's single payer,
full  stop." 

He was open to using more private
facilities, provided they  improved access
and quality. "Albertans are concerned
about how long  it takes to get a hip
replacement, not whether the facility in
which  they had that hip replacement is
for-profit, or a not-for-profit, or  an Alberta
Health Services facility." 

Duckett's main message was to plead for
time. He just wanted a  chance to show
what he could do. If he didn't deliver by
improving  quality, access and efficiency,
then he was prepared to accept the 
consequences. 

"There's nothing I can do about mistrust,
except to say: Wait and  see." 

For instance, he vowed that a long-term
care facility -- Garrison  Green in Calgary
-- would open in six months, something
Albertans  had been promised for five
years. He said: "Wait six months and then 
you'll know whether all the promises for all
the five years were  delivered and the
promise I made will be delivered in six
months.  All I can say is I'm making the
promise. . . wait and see. 

He was right. He delivered. He also saved
the system almost $100  million by bulk
buying pharmaceuticals. 

Unfortunately for Alberta, Duckett's time
ran out just 18 months  into his contract,
through no fault of his own. Duckett's
hiring  might have been a coup, but his
departure over a cookie comment is a 
disgrace. Reporters get brushed off
everyday. If that were a firing  offence,
there'd be no one left to interview. 

Duckett didn't create the health-care crisis.
The blame needs to be  placed where it
belongs, on the Alberta Health Services
board, for  firing Duckett and allowing the
government to influence its  decision;
former Health minister Ron Liepert, who
created the  superboard experiment; Health
Minister Gene Zwozdesky, who  repeatedly
undermined AHS decisions, and Premier
Ed Stelmach, for  allowing this nonsense to
happen on his watch. 

The knives may be in Duckett's back but
the bleeding is in the  leadership, which is
now as much lacking in Alberta health
care, as  is political courage. 
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Paula Arab is a columnist and member of
the Calgary Herald  editorial board.
parab@theherald. canwest.com
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