


@g that stands between the people of Alberta and economic democracy . . .
is an outworn, faulty and vicious financial system . . . which yields us poverty,

debt tyranny, restriction and economic degeneration.”

Solon Low, Provincial Treasurer 1937 to 1944




Providing hope

Dust storms blackened the skies in the 1930s, and crops withered in
the field. Then hail pummelled the earth, and grasshoppers gobbled
up the young crops. Commodity prices plummeted. In the battered
Canadian West, the unemployed rode the rails and banks closed
branches. Homesteaders left their windblown shacks, abandoning

their dreams of a life on the land.

In hard economic numbers, the average annual income in
Alberta fell from $548 in 1929 to $212 in 1933, a staggering
61 per cent drop.



Farmers were perhaps the hardest hit of all.
Their net annual income fell from $62 million
in 1929 to $6 million in 1933. Wheat prices
dropped from over a dollar per bushel to just
32 cents, and hog prices fell 78 per cent. The
prices that farmers paid for things they
purchased dropped by 22 per cent. Interest
payments continued to bleed the farms of cash,
and both provincial and federal taxes increased.
Crops were fairly good in the early 1930s but
drought hit hard in 1933. Then, an early frost in
August of 1935 destroyed the grain — and the

hopes of many farmers.
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Dust storms ravage the Prairies in 1942 - scene near Pearce Airport, Lethbridge



Grasshopper invasion near
Chestermere Lake, 1930s

Relief line-up for government aid, Acadia Valley, February 26, 1938

Opening of the Grande Prairie Treasury Branch, September 30, 1938,
left to right: Art Mehus, Dr. Cross, Superintendent A.K. Olive,
William Sharpe and Branch Manager W. L. Taylor

AMENDMENT CREATED
ATB ALTERNATIVE

An amendment to the Treasury Department
Act in 1937 expanded the powers of
the Treasury. The government used this
authority to put through an Order-in-
Council on August 29, 1938 that opened

the first Treasury Branch.

GOVERNMENT INVESTED
JUST ONCE IN ATB

Alberta invested $200,000 in the Treasury
Branches in 1938. Although this was the
only investment the government ever made
in ATB, it was quite a sum at the time,
considering a skilled man worked for a
dollar a day. The system was self-funding,
and it turned a profit of $65,000 in 1946.
A total of $68 million was eventually

remitted to the government.



OUR FRIEND MR LEVI SMITH
FIRST TREASURY BRANCH
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The Rocky Mountain House Treasury Branch opened
September 29, 1938 in the forestry building



William Aberhart,
Premier of Alberta 1935 to 1943
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Albertans decided they needed a change from
the current political party, the United Farmers of
Alberta. In 1935, they voted for a radical new
group with a charismatic leader, William “Bible
Bill” Aberhart. The Alberta Social Credit party
promised a new way to run society: a monthly
dividend — or credit — for each citizen, regulated
and fair prices, and protection for debtors

during hard times.

Drawing on the economic theories of Scottish
engineer Major C.H. Douglas, Social Credit
called on democratically elected governments to
take the control of the monetary system away

from privately-owned, “debt-creating” banks.

To establish the new order, the Social Credit
government created a system of temporary
financial institutions in 1938, calling them
Treasury Branches — literally branches of the
Alberta Treasury, a department of the provincial
government. The goal was to “provide the
people with alternative facilities for gaining
access to their credit resources.” Treasury
Branches began serving Alberta’s communities

in a time of great need.



“There were 20 guys in the Bank of Montreal across the street, and four of us at the Treasury Branches.
They used to hoot at us, ‘There’s that guy from the piggy-bank’.”
Early nicknames for the bank were “Sand Bank” and “Ernie’s Bank,” a reference

to Premier Ernest Manning, the second leader of the Alberta Social Credit party.

Don Johnson, ATB employee 1952 to 1988
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Bankers scoffed at Alberta’s attempt to establish

a competing economic system. They poked

fun at the new financial outlets, calling them e ] Eh‘“““t “H}Itrt‘-“ E AL
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Treasury Branch Agencies,” Low announced I
in the Edmonton Bulletin on June 2, 1939.

Independent retailers were contracted as

agencies in communities too remote or too small

to support a full-service branch. “Co-operation
among producers, marketers and consumers
has made this achievement possible,” Low

continued. The same full-page advertisement for

Treasury Branch services promoted Alberta-

made goods to create local employment, — EUHERHMEHT ﬂf ALBEETA |

increase local purchasing power and provide SRR TR RN RN '

wider markets for Alberta’s agricultural products.

Until 1943, the services provided by Treasury

Branches were simple. There were no loans.
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Branches just accepted deposits into current
accounts or term savings accounts that paid
1.5 per cent to three per cent in interest,
depending on the term. Other services included
the sale of automobile, hunting and fishing

licences as well as hail and crop insurance.

“You got a higher rate of bonus on the Alberta-made goods than on ‘Other Goods". They couldn’t sell B.C. sugar

in Alberta because it wasn’t Alberta-made. An uncle of mine travelled throughout the entire province selling

GWG goods. He had no problem selling Alberta-made overalls and shirts because they qualified for the bonus.”

Len Simonson, ATB employee 1939 to 1975
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The Treasury Branches charged a penalty of
two per cent for cash withdrawals until 1943.
This was to encourage Albertans to use Non-
Negotiable Transfer Vouchers to transfer credits,
as an alternative to bank cheques. Civil servants
were mostly paid in Transfer Vouchers and were
encouraged to deal with the Treasury Branches
instead of banks. These vouchers were good only
at the Treasury Branch but customers got a three
per cent bonus if they used them to buy products
that were at least 33 per cent made in Alberta:
honey, GWG jeans, flour, eggs — anything
certified as home-grown. The concept was,

“What Alberta Makes, Makes Alberta.”



The Made in Alberta bonuses rewarded loyal
customers for their faith in the program. Nearly
$500,000 was paid out before the program
ended in 1945.

The Treasury Branch system was an overnight
success. It grew from six branches in 1938 to
more than 150 branches and agencies by the end
of World War II in 1945. Deposits grew from
$763,000 in 1939 to more than $24 million
in 1946. By the mid-1940s, the temporary
Treasury Branches had become an important

part of Alberta’s economy.

The misery and dread of the Depression in the
1930s turned into a time of hope in the 1940s
as many Albertans put their faith in Social
Credit and worked with the Treasury Branches

to build a new future.
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