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· I am delighted to be here this morning, and to join you for this important discussion about how Labour Market Information – or LMI, as it is commonly known – can act as a catalyst for economic prosperity.  

· There’s an old adage to the effect that “what you don’t know can’t hurt you”.  It couldn’t be more wrong.

· What we don’t know can – and does – hurt us.  It is only through accurate, complete and timely information that policy makers can understand – and respond to – the public policy challenges we face.

· Twenty years ago, LMI helped the MacDonald Commission come to some new conclusions about poverty in Canada . . . revealing, for instance, that the design of some of our social programs was actually contributing to the very problems they were designed to address.

· These observations led to recommendations that, in turn, paved the way for reform in the Unemployment Insurance program and new programs like the Child Tax Benefit.

· Today, with the advent of “policy horizontality”, the use of LMI has progressed far beyond its traditional boundary of social programming.  LMI, and its role in defining and understanding human capital, has become an essential component in the realm of economic development.  

· LMI is helping policy makers and practitioners better understand the interplay between the human capital and economic factors that contribute to – or detract from – competitiveness and prosperity.

· For instance, last month the C.D. Howe Institute released a report on Public Investment in Skills, which contains new information that challenges traditionally held beliefs about developing human capital.

· Over the last few decades, the emergence of the “knowledge economy” has resulted in an increased focus on “high level” skills.  But the C.D. Howe Institute suggests we may reap even greater rewards by investing in the lower end of the skills distribution . . . specifically, in basic literacy and numeracy.  

· The document reveals that low levels of literacy have a significant negative effect on GDP growth . . . and raising the average skill level would have a greater impact on labour productivity than increasing the proportion of the population with high-level skills.

· Obviously, this information has tremendous implications for economic development at the national level . . . and it’s just one of the ways LMI is helping us identify the assistance specific segments of the population need to become more productively involved in the economy.

· We are beginning to see increasingly useful applications of LMI at the regional level, as well.  
· Today, governments around the world recognize that solutions to regional challenges must be developed and implemented at the regional level.  
· This increased focus on regional issues has generated new demand for statistical indicators that allow us to identify and quantify the differences between regions.

· The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), in particular, has emerged as a premier source of data that allows us to compare regions . . . not only across Canada, but also with other nations.

· Their recent publication, “Regions at a Glance” is a particular gold mine . . . providing a compendium of economic and social indicators – including LMI – that can be used to identify trends and develop policies aimed at economic prosperity.

· For example, one indicator explored in the book is regional concentration of employment growth.  In the average OECD nation, 10 percent of the regions account for about half of all job growth.  In Canada, that same 10 percent of regions accounts for a full three quarters of all job growth.   

· Clearly, job growth in Canada is much more highly concentrated geographically than in other OECD countries.  The challenge for policy makers is to use that knowledge to find ways in which the prosperity associated with increased employment can be spread more evenly across all regions.

· But in policy analysis, looking at a single indicator is only part of the equation.  The other part is looking at how various indicators relate to each other.   

· Often, examining the relationship between economic indicators and social indicators – such as LMI – can help us develop strategies for increased growth and diversification.

·  Again, “Regions at a Glance” provides a good lens through which we can view this relationship.   

· The publication shows that most GDP variations can be explained by differences in productivity.  But, to understand the cause of the differences, we must turn to LMI.

· The OECD concluded that two LMI indicators – employment density and skills concentration – account for productivity differences in all but two countries:  Canada and Australia . . . both of which are heavily reliant on natural resources. 

· The message – particularly for Western Canada – is clear.  In order to ensure long-term prosperity, we have to develop industries that create the employment density and skills concentration levels that lever enhanced productivity and economic growth.

· From this general discussion about LMI’s role as a catalyst in achieving economic prosperity I would like to move, briefly, to an example of how Western Economic Diversification Canada – WD, for short – has used LMI in the development of specific programs. 
· Small business is a particularly significant contributor to the economy of Western Canada, and supporting this essential sector has been a priority for WD since we were formed in 1987.

· A number of years ago, WD used extensive LMI to identify specific barriers to success    . . . such as the attraction and retention of highly qualified personnel.  
· The result was the launch of two very effective programs:  the International Trade Personnel Program and the First Jobs in Science and Technology Program.

· Both proved highly successful in attracting talented, young university graduates to small businesses in Western Canada.  
· The programs helped many small businesses enter new international markets and invent or invest in new technologies.  But most importantly, they also contributed to developing the West’s essential pool of highly qualified personnel.

· I would like to close with a few suggestions on how LMI could be improved to have an even greater impact on our ability to develop effective economic development programs and policies.

· A recent Canada West Foundation report – “Toward a Bright Future: Recommendations for Addressing Skills Shortages in Western Canada” – sums up the issue very well. 

· The report points to a need to improve the quality and timeliness of shared information on labour demand . . . and notes that we need more collaboration between industry and government to ensure post secondary institutions can generate workers with the skills required in the workplace. 
· There is also an urgent need for information that enables us to better understand the reasons behind the low participation rate of our young, and growing, Aboriginal population. 
· If we can isolate the barriers to Aboriginal participation – and reduce them through targeted programs – it may well be the most important step we can take to ensure the continued prosperity of Canada’s western region.
· The challenges may be different in other parts of the country, but – for all of us – LMI will be an increasingly important part of the solution.  By identifying the specific pressure points policy makers can influence, LMI will help ensure each of our diverse regions achieves its own, unique, success.
· And, in building stronger regions, we will build a stronger Canada. 
· Thank you.
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