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EDMONTON - The Calgary MLAs had to leave early to march in the Gay Pride parade.

Harry Chase, David Swann and Dave Taylor split a day early from the Alberta Liberal policy conference so they could take care of business back home.

Too bad. They missed a good Sunday. 

The province's official opposition gathered in an Edmonton hotel to continue policy debates that had started the day before.

During the session opener Friday night, Ontario's Liberal Premier Dalton McGuinty kicked things off by, in part, describing how his party heaved the Mike Harris/Ernie Eves Tories out of power.

Liberals love policy discussion -- ask them, they'll tell you.

And it seems there are more of them these days to talk amongst themselves.

The party is increasing in profile and stature in Alberta, and membership is less likely to be treated as a private and moderately embarrassing secret.

There has been strong Liberal presence in Edmonton forever, where the party scratched along -- albeit under decreased torque -- even after the 2001 election saw them reduced to a rump of seven seats.

Calgary had been a dead zone for years, but not now.

Leader Kevin Taft's Calgary fundraising dinner June 1 attracted 400 -- admittedly nowhere near Ralph Klein's 1,600, but still the biggest turnout in more than a decade. And for the first time ever, the Calgary dinner out-drew the Edmonton show.

"Nothing succeeds like success," Taft said Sunday. "For four or five years, maybe longer, the Alberta Liberals were in a downward spiral, and we've managed to turn that around."

Money was a big problem after the disastrous 2001 election, which left the Grits in a million-dollar hole. Five years on, they've whacked that down to $700,000, with about $15,000 a month coming in on a "feed the debt campaign."

The party picked up three seats in Calgary last election, including Calgary-Varsity, left without an incumbent after former cabinet minister Murray Smith left politics to take up a post in Washington D.C.

The Tories took the loss to heart. It's heavy with post-secondary institutions, and the message was clear that the needs of universities, colleges and trade schools had to become a priority.

During the past weekend in Edmonton, the Liberals sat down for the ongoing process of defining itself.

It was a varied agenda, with one "emergent" resolution floated in that would've been at home on the furthest right-wing homesteads in southern Alberta.

Informed consent before abortion. Put forward by an Edmonton constituency association (with ties to the Western Catholic Reporter), the motion insisted all women seeking an abortion receive "accurate" data from a physician regarding fetal development, and potential health consequences to the procedure. Advocates of a woman's right to choose (and Liberals, generally) run from this kind of thing, and not surprisingly the resolution didn't make it onto the floor.

It's not only the Tories who can run out the clock.

There were plenty of other proposals that got a good airing, including eight linked to democratic renewal.

It's all the buzz, whether you're a Liberal, New Democrat, or Tory. Well, a federal Tory, anyway.

Taft's Grits jumped on it hard, discussing several motions to open up what they call the closed and secretive operations of 35 years of conservative rule in Alberta.

The party would hold a citizen's assembly, similar to an initiative conducted in B.C., to study changes to the first-past-the-post system of elections.

A proposal to set fixed election dates was referred back to the party executive for more study. It had originally been defeated, but revived after Liberal MLA Rick Miller pointed out fixed dates were already part of the platform. Leader Taft had sponsored a private member's bill calling for them, but so what?

As one member put it: "I don't think the party should be clutched by the clammy hand of consistency."

Policy conferences, after all, are meant to be the grassroots' mechanism to direct the executive.

With a roomful of largely city folk, Taft acknowledged more work needed to be done to attract rural Albertans to his party.

"We've established a strong presence in Edmonton, and we are making strong inroads in Calgary," he said. "It's time for us to open up a third front in this, and that's rural Alberta."

So that's the plan for the summer -- Taft and the Alberta Liberals, getting their boots dirty at a whole lot of beef suppers and rodeos.
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