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of what thew'e saying is true By M@?m?’gi Swaine

ROUND THE CORNER from my
hotel, Buzzards Café, Calgary’s
original wine bar, is having a
Testicle Festival. How can I resist
| bull’s bails served theee differem
ways—au natursl, ltalian stallion
| and rodeo style. When { agrive,
i notice Buzzards alsc has a good
emieczmn of w&il»pﬂeed wines, Wolf Blass
Yellow Label is selling a1 eighteen dollars,
aot quite double its wholesale price of
$9.90. The same wine, if doubled from our
LCBO livenses price, would sell at a To-
ronto bar for more than twenty-six dollars,

i"ve come outl west to discover the truth
about Alberta’s liquor privatization experi-
ence and have just been hit with one of the
most obvious. Counter to the myihs perpet-
uated in Ontario reporiage, most prices are
actually lower afier privatization. More-
over, Alberta’s restauranis, unlike Omario’s,
can buy at wholesale prices and apply a
heaithy markup without making the con-
sumer pay through the nose.

WreN PreEsier Harris stood outside the
LCBO last March and talked abous modem-
izing liquor retailing in Ontario as part of
the Commeon Sense Revolution, he kick-
started an avalanche of interest in ths cow-
boy proviace. Stakehold-
ers in the liguor busingss
guickly formed commin-
tees to prepare position
papers, using assistance
from Alberta indusiry
consultants to help them
understand the effect of
privatization. The Alberia
Gaming and Liguor Com-
mission started petting
requests from Ontario for
its sixty-page document
“A New Era in Liguor
Adminisiration: The Al-
berta Experience.” Privai-

el, the Ontario Liguor Boards Employees’
Union launched a $2.5-million advertising
campaign to warn Ontarians sbouot the
dire consequences of privatization. And it
seerns 1o be working. Newspaper articles
parrot the union statements and aliude o
studies that show privatization in Alberta
benefitted no one. If you believe the
OLBEY, i3l goverameni revenues are
down, prices in Alberta have increased by
fifieen per cend, selection is down seventy-
five per cent, consumption is up 13.8 per
cent and liguor siose robberies have risen
200 per cent.

DETERMINED TO 888 for myself, westward
ho 1 go. First on the itnerary: 1ag along
with Travie North, a twenty-five-year-old
wine agent and recent Lethbridge Uni-
Yersiy management graduate, as he calls
on liquor stores in Calgary and Edmonton.
it’s an imporiant pard of the routine of
going about sales in the province now that
there is more than one buver, and I wel-
come the chance to see the scene with a
narive. Travis has much fo show and il
MNumber one is the price thing. As we go
from store 1o store, he poinis out the cost of
several products. At Westmount Ligquor
Service in Edmonton, Folonari Valpoli-

cella costs $7.60 (the Lowo price is §7.25).
Masi Amarone costs $15.95 (LcBo, $19.55).
Hennessy xo selis for $112.95 {(LcBG,
$174.63). And the price 1ag on Dom Peri-
gnon is $84.95 {Lcmo, $101.05). With
Adberta’s flat-tax system, I discover, the
jow-end products are indesd slightly high-
er-priced than in Ontario, but only by a few
dimes 10 a dollar. In the sight-to-twelve-
dollar range, their prices tend o be about
the same or slightly less than ours, And
high-end bottles are decidedly less sxpen-
sive, sometimes shockingly so.

Last Chrisisnas, the lion’s share of top
champagne and cognac thay flew out of
Alberta’s one cenmral warchouse weni to
slake thirsts in British Columbia., Appar-
ently, there wasn't much left for Albertans,
This grey market is an issue with the pro-
ducers, who find that irate clients in other
provinces don’t appreciate the vnfair com-
petition. But it’s not Alberta’s problem-—
the provines still collects its taxes, and all
safes are done legitimately.

NgxT 570P, the sin minister, Stephen West,
whao's responsible for the Alberta Liguor
Control Board, lotteries, the racing com-
mission, the gaming commission as well as
(oddly) public safety, and the very guy
who brought in privatiza-
tion. A former veterinari~
an, he speaks passionately
and expansively, like a
preacher on a pulpit, ad-
dressing Travis and me as
“you folks.” He's a politi-
cian who, above all, be-
fieves in faking civil ser-
vanis out of competition
with private enterprise
and cuiting government
down to bare-bones Tax
collectors. OF the OLBEU'S
claims he says, “They’re
just bald-faced liars if

ization became a topic for
debate around Toronto’s
dinney tables.

Using Alberta as a mod-

you're talking about the
union statements.”

West points to official
statistics as outlined in “A
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New Era in Liguor Administrution.” The
report stules that the total number of prod-
ucts. post-privaiization, increased by sev-
enty-two per cent fo almost 6,000, com-
pared 1o 3,323 in September 1993 when
the ALCR announced its intention 10 sell its
siores. Not ail of the products are in every
siore, of course. Under the oid system,
ALCB stores stocked from 600 10 2,600
products, depending on the area. The
oLBEY based its selection figures on the
range of products available in most stores,
which are smaller now. Mom-uand-pop
stores stock an average of only 500 prod-
ucis. But the smallest private chain, the
Liguor Depot, sells 1 400 products, and the
jurgest, Royal Liquor Merchanis, carries
3,800. Thea there are the supersiores:
Willow Park, located in an affiuent area of
Culgary, is 33,000 square feet of every
product imaginable, including old vintages
of burgundies and bordeaux bought from
the aLcs sell-off and a walk-in chilled
room for beer.

Bonom line on this argument there’s
never any shortage of beer or rye around
the corner, and, if there's a market for it
the other products will be there.

Claims that the government is losing
1ax money on this venture don't stand up 10
scrutiny, either. Alberta’s fat-tax markup
sysiem was designed to keep revenues at
the same level—around $4135 million. Irv
Kipnes, president of both the Liquor Depot
chuin and Alberta Liguor Sicre Asso-
ciation, says he thinks Alberta may lower
1axes on aicohol by the spring of next year,
pecapse earnings under privatization are
benter than anticipated. The wake for the
first fificen months was $430 million.

Whether or not copsumption has in-
creased is difficult 1o determine, because
statistics are no longer available for retail
sules, But, given that the number of remail
outiets wipled from 202 pre-enterprise o
almost 600, just filling the new siores
would have caused an increase in move-
ment from the central warchouse {perhaps
that 13.8 per cent figure thai the LCBO
union quoles). The latest sales figures for
beer and distilled spirits are actually show-
ing u decrense from warchouse to stores.
Mauny outlets thai first stocked up on inven-
tory in anticipation of high returns may be
siifing on it now. Who can really say when
the product is actually consumed?

With the number of new stores——open
1wice as long (an average of eighty hours
per week; with some until two a.m.)—ihe
potential for increased robberies certainly
does exist. The Calgary police department
reported nine holdups in 1994, compared
with only two in 1993, which, if vansiated
into a pereentage increase. can be made
to sound impressive, Robberies where

b s e crvraeds asted wtoal mame thon reaniodd

in the time frame io seventy-nine from
twenty-four, which aiso sounds significant.
However, most slore owners were new 1o
retailing and didn’t know much about
security. Police and liquor retailing associ-
ations have started educating store opera-
tors about lighting, barriers and generaily
beefing up security, and, it appears, things
have already improved. One store owner
ilhustrates his savvy by pointing out that
the convenience store in his mall has been
robbed three times in the past year, while
his liquor store has never been touched.

The figure-fighting can go on endlessly.
Trying 1o make sense of it all, Oniario
politicians have been calling Stephen West
for his opinion on privatization. His advice
is straightforward: “Don't setl up commis-
sions or you will get a half-baked product.
Don't go slow on this. Harris has to take a
stand and go with it. Do it right away.”

Not everyone out west agrees with him.
William Bincoletto, now doing product
selection for the Westmount Liguor Store
in Edmonton, was the main wine buyer in
his city under the Alberta liguor board. He
believes the final step came too fasi, “like
being thrown 1o the elements and hang the
consequences.” But even he admiis 10
being surprised at how well things are
going. “For all its bugs, only a handful of
siores huve closed after iwo years,” he
says. “Personally, I'm pleased about it. My
salury level is lower™—union salaries for
bapging boitles averaged fifieen dollars an
hour, compared to the current seven dollars
and change—"but the potential 1o make
much more is theye,”

WHAT can Oniario learn trom all this?
~Generally speaking, privatization will
benefit people,” says lrv Kipnes of the
Liguor Depot. ~I hope it’s done in 2 sane
way s0 as not 1o be a free-for-all.” Natu-
rally, he looks at Oniaric as an opporunity
to expand his chain. Bur he anticipaies,
from his discussions with Omario officials,
that our privatization will be more restric-
tive than Alberta’s.

Carl Compton, at the Ontaric Ministry
of Consumer and Commercial Relations, is
in charge of pulling together the back-
ground work at the ministry to, as he puis
it, “make ready for the creation of a com-
mission, or whatever kind of review pro-
cess is done, 10 modernize the liquor board
in our province.” As we discuss various
scenarios in other countries and provinces,
T correct him on several of his siatements
about Alberia, having just retumed from
my own reconnaissance trip. “Our reckon-
ing has been based on reports seen and
heard from commercial interests in-
volved,” he says, explaining he is learning
things from behind a desk. Aithough no
decisions have been made, Compion has

no doubi that, at the end of the day, liquor
refailing in Ontario will include a degree of
privatization.

The various stakeholders in the business
have their own proposals. Distillers are
pushing for an equal playing field, where
taxes and access are the same for spirits,
wine and beer. The Addiction Research
Foundation wants a strong government
monopoly. If the small Ontario agents have
their way, we'll privatize ii all. LCBO chair
Andy Brandt wants an LCBO that is unfet-
tered by a morass of post-Prohibition laws.,
Today credit cards, tomorrow Sunday and
midnight shopping. Brandt, a man who
likes his wine as much as I do, becomes
circumspect when pushed for an on-the-
record quote. After ali, it's his job on the
line as well as that of close 1o 5,000 siaff,
“We've recognized that the privatization of
the LCBO has been a possibility for some
time now, and we're also aware it's a gov-
emment decision—which puis the LCBO in |
the position of having 10 modemnize and
acceleraie its programs 10 be as consumer-
driven an organization as possible.” Whew,
In other words, the specire of privatization
is a strong motivation for the staff 1o work
harder and be better.

Whether the LCBG does its job well,
though, is noi the issue, The selection of
products is good--betier than the aLca’s
was—and ever-improving. The wine con-
sultanis are knowledgeable, the consumer
hot line is helpful, the stores—the ones that
have been modemized——are atractive. The
real issue is that government has no busi-
ness being in retailing at all—whatever the
product. Even for liquor, there’s no sus-
tainable argument, Why shouid the LCcBo
select my wines for me when entrepre-
neurs can do it just as well if not better, and
al no cost to the taxpayer? On the other
hand, should there be total privatization, [
would sorely miss the product catalogues,
Queens Quay {store 217) with its corpre-
hensive selection of all brands and the
product notes that the LCBO mails out.

in the end, it’s impossibie to translate
the Aiberta experience directly to Ontario,
Alberia is a province of ranchers, oil work-
ers and farmers, people with expansive,
independent. outdoor lives, Ontario, run by
bankers and lawyers, is conservative, pro-
tective, slightly uptight. We're comfort-
able in our pew. Our version of privatiza-
tion would have to reflect those differ-
ences. Even 1 feel the cloak of easiern
thinking descend upon me and decide we
should start with partial privatization,
instead of diving right in, as Stephen West
SUZZESLS.

1 guess they're a little more ballsy out
west. After all, while | had ordered bull's
bails at Buzzards Café, | must admit | was
relieved when the waitress iold me there
were no more. The chef had just tossed out
the last baich. Too raunchy. S




