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Executive Summary 

Political uncertainty associated with an Alberta separation referendum, specifically during 
campaign-phase and pre-referendum environments, is already impacting business confidence, 
investment behaviour, and economic performance.  

In Quebec, growing uncertainty led to a shift in corporate decision-making out of province, 
weaker private investment relative to other provinces and territories, and migration of 
anglophone workers and senior talent. The observed negative effects were driven by perceived 
risk, particularly around market access, regulation, and economic integration, rather than 
confirmed policy change.  

Alberta is exposed to similar risks caused by perceptions of uncertainty. The province’s economic 
strategy relies on emerging opportunities within capital-intensive, trade-exposed, and federally 
coordinated sectors. This is true with Alberta’s traditional key sectors of energy and natural 
recourses, which are deeply impacted by both federal and provincial policy regulations with 
heavy reliance on access to international markets. However, several key sectors being targeted 
for economic diversification and growth share a similar risk profile and may be heavily influenced 
by separation movements. These sectors include but are not limited to artificial intelligence, 
aerospace, hydrogen, and value-added agriculture. Increased public discussion around 
sovereignty, regardless of the campaign outcome, can influence capital investment and business 
attraction. 

Sustaining investment in Alberta will require clear and consistent signals of stability. As political 
attention on separation increases in Alberta, the broader economic implications will be shaped by 
how government, businesses and industry communicate and act. 

Alberta’s business community has an opportunity to learn from Quebec’s experience by playing a 
direct role in mitigating risk, addressing investor concerns, and helping ensure that political 
uncertainty does not translate into economic disruption. 
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Purpose and Scope 

This report was developed to provide Alberta’s business community with a clear, non-partisan, 
assessment of how a separation referendum could impact economic conditions, investment 
behaviour, and business decision-making. 

The objective is not to assess the merits of separation, but to identify practical lessons for 
Alberta businesses and economic stakeholders in assessing the landscape, managing risk, 
maintaining confidence, and sustaining investment in a period of heightened political attention. 

This report focuses specifically on campaign-phase and pre-referendum dynamics, including 
impacts on investment, corporate behaviour, and talent, rather than long-term constitutional or 
structural outcomes.  

The scope of analysis includes: 

• A review of Quebec’s sovereignty movement and the economic impacts observed 
leading up to and following the 1995 referendum. 

• Key business impacts, including investment trends, corporate relocation, and talent 
considerations. 

• A comparative assessment of Alberta’s current political and economic context. 
• Forward-looking considerations, including scenario analysis and implications for 

Alberta’s growth sectors. 

 

History of Quebec’s Sovereignty Movement 

Quebec’s sovereignty movement gained formal political structure with the creation of the Parti 
Québécois (PQ) in 1968 under René Lévesque. The party advanced a strategy of pursuing 
sovereignty through democratic means, specifically referendums. This approach helped legitimize 
the movement within Quebec’s political system and broaden its appeal among voters. 

The PQ’s electoral victory in 1976 marked a turning point, representing the first time a 
government explicitly committed to sovereignty formed the provincial government. This led to 
the 1980 Quebec referendum, which asked voters to support a mandate for “sovereignty-
association.” The proposed sovereignty model sought for Quebec to achieve political 
independence while maintaining an economic partnership with Canada. The initial referendum 
was defeated, with approximately 60% voting “No” and 40% voting “Yes.” The referendum 
significantly elevated the sovereignty movement as a central and enduring issue in Quebec 
politics. 

The defeat did not resolve underlying constitutional tensions. Throughout the 1980s and early 
1990s, efforts to reintegrate Quebec into Canada’s constitutional framework intensified 
following Quebec’s refusal to formally endorse the Constitution Act of 1982. Two major national 
reform efforts, the Meech Lake Accord and the Charlottetown Accord, sought to address 
Quebec’s demands for recognition as a “distinct society” and to expand provincial powers. Both 
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ultimately failed, contributing to growing frustration within Quebec and renewed momentum for 
separation. 

By the early 1990s, these unresolved constitutional debates, combined with shifting political 
leadership and public sentiment, set the stage for a second referendum. The sovereignty 
movement had evolved from a political aspiration into a credible and imminent policy question. 

 
History of Separatist Sentiment in Alberta  

Alberta’s separatist movement is unique from Quebec’s in that it has grown both intermittently 
and typically in response federal–provincial tensions. Although minor political parties have held a 
primarily separatist mandate, Alberta has not had a popular political party credibly and 
consistently pursue separation.   

Alberta’s separatist movement has been fueled by longstanding feelings of Western alienation, 
with a central grievance that Alberta’s economic interests have been negatively impacted by 
decisions made in Ottawa, and that Alberta does not have the required representation, 
particularly in the Canadian Senate, to push back against these decisions.  

The National Energy Program (NEP) is often seen as the single most important catalyst for 
separatist sentiment in Alberta. The introduction of the NEP by Pierre Trudeau in 1980 marked a 
critical turning point for separatist sentiment, due to its direct impact on Alberta’s energy sector. 
The program caused job loss and broad economic contraction across the province, reinforcing the 
belief that federal overreach negatively impacts Alberta’s economic prosperity. Mainstream 
political responses continued to emphasize provincial rights and economic autonomy rather than 
pushing for outright independence, However, the Western Canada Concept party did elect one 
MLA in a 1982 provincial by-election in Alberta and received 11.8% of the popular vote (but no 
seats) in the 1982 Alberta general election, indicating rising support for separation. 

Alberta’s response to federal-provincial tensions shifted during the rise of the Reform Party of 
Canada, founded by Preston Manning in 1987. Reform focused on reshaping federal governance 
by solving the problem of imbalanced national institutions. This allowed the party to focus on 
broad concerns like spending, accountability and democratic reform, turning Western frustration 
into a country-wide political movement that formed by Official Opposition in the 1997 federal 
election.  

Separatist sentiment rose again in the 2010s. This was largely in response to federal policies 
under Justin Trudeau, including Bill C-69, the carbon levy and broader climate regulations that 
limited the province’s ability to fully develop and export natural resources. Following Justin 
Trudeau’s re-election in 2019, recurring conflict with Ottawa lead to a renewed rise in separatist 
movements, including “Wexit” and the formation of several minor political parties including the 
Maverick Party, the Wildrose Independence Party of Alberta, and the Independence Party of 
Alberta. 
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Recent provincial policies, including the Alberta Sovereignty Act (2022), have sought to address 
concerns of Albertans by focusing on asserting provincial autonomy in Canada rather that full 
independence.  

 

Why is Separatism Resurgent in Alberta Today? 

Separatist sentiment in Alberta has re-emerged as the result of several reinforcing political, 
economic, and social dynamics. While support for independence remains a minority position, the 
conditions that tend to elevate these movements including federal-provincial political 
misalignment, economic frustration, and declining institutional trust are increasingly present. 

Success of the Liberal Party of Canada in the 45th federal election (2025) after a decade of 
Liberal leadership under Justin Trudeau left many Albertans feeling that their voices aren’t 
reflected in national decision making. A survey by Abacus Data in March 2026 found that 
compared to 38% of Albertans disapprove of the federal government’s performance, 41% of 
Albertans approve (+3 approval rating). While this is an improvement compared to late-Trudeau-
era sentiment in Alberta, where approval often fell to net –40 or worse, it is a complete inversion 
of support during the Harper government, when approval in Alberta regularly reached ~60–70% 
(net +20 to +40). 

Another factor in rising support for separation is the continuation of the “nine bad laws” under 
Mark Carney. There has been policy change under Carney to soften unpopular policies: 
eliminating the consumer carbon tax, repealing the EV mandate, and pausing elements of the oil 
and gas emissions cap. However, while the recent Alberta-Canada Memorandum of 
Understanding allows for some suspensions, many of the core policies remain unchanged and 
continue to fuel frustration in Alberta, including the Impact Assessment Act (Bill C-69), the Oil 
Tanker Moratorium (Bill C-48), Clean Fuel Regulations, and the broader net-zero legislative 
framework. 

Alberta’s recent population growth trends offer additional insight into both federal-provincial 
frustrations on immigration and rising support for separation. Throughout the province’s history 
people moved to Alberta for job opportunities driven by a strong labour market. A recent ATB 
report indicates this pattern has changed. In the last four years, Alberta has continued to attract 
people from across Canada while having an unemployment rate above the national average.17 
This suggests that migration is not being driven by jobs and economic growth, but by 
affordability. Lower housing costs, especially compared to Ontario and British Columbia, have 
made Alberta an appealing place to move even if employment is not secured. 

This migration has increased competition in the labour market and added pressure on housing 
and services. In combination with high levels of federal immigration, this raises concerns that 
growth is happening faster than the province can absorb. Rising separatist sentiment regarding 
immigration links back to a broader perception of imbalance and broken national systems, 
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reinforcing the view that economic conditions are being shaped by Ottawa without sufficient 
alignment to Alberta’s realities.  

Another factor in renewed separatist sentiment is the growing role of ideology in shaping 
political and economic decisions, both in Canada and globally. Major economic powers, 
particularly the United States, have pursued increasingly assertive, nationalist economic 
policies.18 Leadership of the Liberal party has been criticized as taking a more values-driven or 
ideological economic approach, particularly on issues like climate policy and energy transition, 
often at the expense of Alberta’s economic interests. This tension between an increasingly 
nationalist, competitive global environment and a recent history of ideologically driven federal 
policymaking further fuels separatist narratives targeting the discrepancies between federal and 
provincial economic interests and the negative impacts of the federal government on long-term 
economic outcomes in Alberta. 
 

The 1995 Quebec Referendum  

The 1995 Quebec referendum was held on October 30 under the Parti Québécois government of 
Premier Jacques Parizeau.  

Official Ballot Question: 

« Acceptez-vous que le Québec devienne souverain après avoir fait une offre formelle au 
Canada pour un nouveau partenariat économique et politique, dans le cadre du projet de 
loi sur l’avenir du Québec et de l’entente signée le 12 juin 1995? » 

“Do you agree that Quebec should become sovereign after having made a formal offer to 
Canada for a new economic and political partnership, within the scope of the bill 
respecting the future of Quebec and of the agreement signed on June 12, 1995?” 

Date: October 30, 1995 

Result: No – 50.58%, Yes – 49.42% 

The extremely narrow margin of support produced heightened conflict and economic uncertainty 
during the campaign-phase and pre-referendum period.  

While Quebec remained part of Canada, the narrow margin demonstrated the strength of 
nationalist sentiment and led to significant national responses, including the federal Clarity Act 
(2000), which established rules governing any future secession referendum. 
 
The Role of Business Associations in Quebec 

During the lead-up to Quebec’s 1995 sovereignty referendum, business organizations became 
influential participants in the public debate, raising concerns about the potential economic 
consequences of separation. The Board of Trade of Metropolitan Montreal, alongside the Conseil 
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du Patronat du Québec (Quebec Employers Council) and other business associations, publicly 
emphasized the importance of economic stability, investor confidence, and continued access to 
Canadian and international markets.7  Business associations argued that uncertainty surrounding 
Quebec’s constitutional future could discourage investment, delay business decisions, and 
weaken Montreal’s competitiveness as a commercial and financial centre. This advocacy helped 
frame the referendum as not only a political and constitutional question, but also a significant 
economic decision with implications for employment, trade, and long-term growth. Subsequent 
academic research confirmed that uncertainty surrounding the referendum had measurable 
effects on financial markets and Quebec-based firms, lending support to many of the concerns 
raised by the business community during the campaign.  

 

Alberta’s Upcoming Referendum  

Alberta will hold a referendum on October 19, 2026. The referendum was set to ask Albertans 9 
questions under two key topics of federal-provincial tension: immigration and the Canadian 
Constitution.  

Following the Alberta Court of King’s Bench decision to deny the citizen-led separation initiative 
petition, the Alberta government announced the addition of a tenth question directly regarding 
whether Alberta should begin the legal and constitutional process necessary to hold a future 
binding referendum on Alberta’s independence from Canada. 

This is a substantial pivot, as the referendum was not initially intended to serve as a direct vote 
on separation, although the citizen-led initiative under the Alberta’s Citizen Initiative Act sought to 
add the question “Do you agree that the Province of Alberta should cease to be a part of Canada 
to become an independent state?”  

 

Indigenous Perspectives on Provincial Sovereignty 

In the lead-up to the 1995 Quebec referendum, Indigenous nations in northern Quebec held 
their own votes to assert the right to self-determination, and their choice to remain in the 
Canadian federation. The Cree Nation (Eeyou Istchee) conducted a referendum in October 1995, 
with approximately 96% voting to remain in Canada with a voter turnout of 77%. The Inuit of 
Nunavik held a similar referendum resulted in 96% of eligible voters voting against Quebec 
becoming sovereign, with 75% voter turnout.25  

These results were a clear political statement that Indigenous nations did not consent to being 
included in an independent Quebec. This position is grounded in both legal and practical 
considerations: Indigenous communities maintain nation-to-nation relationships with the Crown, 
rely on established treaty and constitutional protections under Canada, and face significant 
uncertainty around how land rights, governance, and resource agreements would be treated 
should a province separate from Canada.  
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Recent statements from Indigenous leadership across Alberta demonstrate clear and active 
opposition to sovereignty or separation initiatives. In January 2026, the Blackfoot Confederacy 
Chiefs issued a formal statement rejecting Alberta separation and affirming that their sovereignty 
predates the province, emphasizing that Treaty 7 represents a nation-to-nation relationship with 
the Crown and cannot be unilaterally altered.26 First Nations leadership across Treaties 6, 7, and 8 
have consistently raised concerns that separatist rhetoric and policy proposals, including the 
Alberta Sovereignty Act, pose risks to constitutionally protected treaty rights and have proceeded 
without adequate consultation or consent.27 Leaders have continually underscored that treaties 
are binding agreements with Canada, not the province, and have signalled a willingness to pursue 
legal and political action if necessary.28  

These concerns were reinforced in May 2026 when the Alberta Court of King’s Bench denied the 
citizen-led separation initiative petition following a judicial review application brought by First 
Nations. In its decision, the Court accepted that the proposed initiative raised serious 
constitutional questions relating to treaty rights, Indigenous consultation, and the Crown’s 
obligations to First Nations. While the ruling did not determine the legality of Alberta separation 
itself, it affirmed that Indigenous rights and treaty relationships cannot be treated as secondary 
considerations in any process that contemplates fundamental constitutional change. 

Taken together, these historical precedents, contemporary political positions, and recent legal 
developments reinforce that Indigenous nations are not passive participants in sovereignty 
discussions. Any future separation initiative would engage constitutionally protected treaty 
relationships, unresolved questions of Indigenous jurisdiction and consent, and the potential for 
significant legal challenges. This introduces a substantial layer of legal, political, and economic 
uncertainty to any potential separation scenario. 

 

Key Business Impacts of Quebec’s 1995 Referendum  

In the years leading up to and following the 1995 referendum, ongoing political uncertainty 
resulted in several negative impacts on businesses. Three key trends emerged during this period: 

• A gradual shift in corporate decision-making away from Quebec, reflected in 
relocation of head offices and senior talent and altered investment decisions, as 
companies sought to reduce exposure to political risk.9 

• Weaker private investment compared to other provinces (estimates of 2-5% reduction 
in investment)2.  

• Challenges in retaining talent, particularly among anglophones, highly skilled 
professionals and corporate leadership. 

Quebec’s private sector responded to uncertainty during the campaign-phase and pre-
referendum period. Even without immediate disruption of policy change, the perceived risk 
resulted in shifts in lasting economic impacts. 
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Corporate Relocations and Headquarters Migration 

One of the most visible business impacts of Quebec’s sovereignty movement was the 
relocation of corporate headquarters and senior management from Montreal to other 
Canadian cities. This was particularly visible in the financial services sector as financial 
institutions are highly sensitive to the risk environment created by separatist movements.  

Analysis of 87 companies that relocated between Quebec and Toronto confirmed that the 
market responded positively to companies moving out of Quebec and to Toronto (1-2% 
positive abnormal returns), while the market response to companies moving into Quebec 
was negative, or insignificant.9 

Additionally, there was significant stock price run-ups prior to relocation announcements, 
suggesting that markets were anticipating relocation due to widely recognized political 
risk.9 Many institutions sought to proactively reduce their exposure to political 
uncertainty by moving their headquarters from Montreal to Toronto. Relocations included 
the Bank of Montreal (1977) Royal Bank of Canada (1990) and Sun Life Financial (1978).  

Although institutions had historically maintained headquarters in Montreal, banks 
increasingly concentrated operational leadership, and decision-making functions outside 
of Quebec. Companies maintained elements of their presence in Quebec but transferred 
the core functions that determine investment, strategy, and growth out of province. 

Investment Climate 

Weakened private investment in Quebec was observed during the campaign-phase and 
pre-referendum period. This can be attributed to the persistent narrative of uncertainty 
that surrounded the referendum. Declines in investor confidence and subsequent 
investment were exacerbated by the lack of details surrounding secession and transition 
terms. Investors had to mitigate risk associated with potential for separation including 
concerns regarding currency changes, debt allocation, market access, and forthcoming 
legal frameworks for companies with a presence across Canada. 

Empirical analysis of Quebec-based companies listed on the Toronto Stock Exchange 
found that uncertainty surrounding the referendum had a measurable effect on company 
valuations, reflected through the pricing of common equity returns. In a comparison of 
actual stuck returns vs expected returns, companies headquartered in Quebec saw 
statistically significant negative abnormal returns, resulting in a 2-5% decline in firm 
valuation during the 1995 referendum period. Companies with international exposure or 
assets outside Quebec were less sensitive to referendum risk, while firms more closely 
tied to the Quebec economy experienced stronger market reactions.7 

GDP growth and productivity improvements were modestly lower during periods of 
heightened sovereignty debate, reflecting more cautious business expansion and 
investment. While these differences were influenced by broader macroeconomic 
conditions including recession, high interest rates, fiscal tightening, and structural shifts in 
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manufacturing, researchers note that political uncertainty surrounding Quebec’s 
constitutional future contributed to slower productivity gains, particularly in sectors 
dependent on national markets and external investment. Empirical analysis confirms the 
role of separatist dynamics on the economy, finding that Quebec’s real GDP was 5-10% 
lower than it would have been in the absence of sustained uncertainty.8 

Talent Flight  

Large impacts on talent flight were observed in Quebec during the late 1970s, following 
the election of the Parti Québécois and the first sovereignty referendum. In the five years 
following the first election of a separatist provincial government in 1976, 150,000 
English-speaking Quebeckers left the province.10 An equally significant level of talent 
flight was not observed in the immediate lead-up to, or following, the 1995 referendum. 
That noted, some talent flight occurred in Quebec during the 1995 referendum, but 
effects were mostly isolated to high-skilled professionals and corporate leadership. This 
can be primarily linked to the continued relocation of financial headquarters from 
Montreal to Toronto, over the period from 1975 to 2000.3  

International Comparisons 

During Quebec’s 1995 referendum campaign, concerns about sovereignty contributed to capital 
outflows, delayed investment decisions, and heightened market volatility. This is not unique to 
Quebec as similar patterns have been observed elsewhere. In the United Kingdom, the lead-up to 
Scotland’s 2014 independence referendum generated uncertainty among businesses and 
investors, prompting several major financial institutions to announce contingency plans to 
relocate operations in the event of a “Yes” vote.33 Following the referendum, studies found that 
uncertainty had contributed to reduced business investment and slower economic activity.34 
More recently, Catalonia’s 2017 independence crisis in Spain led thousands of businesses to 
relocate their legal headquarters outside the region amid concerns about political instability, 
market access, and regulatory uncertainty.35  Although the political and constitutional 
circumstances differ across jurisdictions, these examples demonstrate that even the prospect of 
separation can influence investor confidence, increase risk perceptions, and affect economic 
decision-making well before any constitutional change occurs. 

Comparative Analysis 

Quebec’s 1995 referendum provides a valuable reference point for assessing how sovereignty 
movements can influence economic conditions, investor confidence, and business decision-
making within Canada. However, Alberta’s current separatist movement is emerging within a 
fundamentally different political, economic, and social context. As a result, while important 
lessons can be drawn from Quebec’s experience, a direct comparison requires careful 
consideration.  

Five key areas shape Alberta’s unique risk profile. These include: 

• The overall level of public support for separation. 
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• The role of government leadership versus grassroots movements in advancing a 
referendum. 

• The absence of language, cultural or nationalist distinctions that were central to 
Quebec’s movement. 

• Current federal policy direction; and 
• The structure of Alberta’s economy, including the degree to which key sectors rely on 

interprovincial integration and global markets. 

Each of these factors influence how a referendum process may translate into economic impact. 
Quebec’s experience still offers relevant insight, although these key differences may lead to 
different outcomes for Alberta. 

Support Levels for Separation 

A key point of distinction between Quebec’s 1995 referendum and Alberta’s current 
separatist movement is the level and certainty of public support for separation. Quebec’s 
referendum was characterized by a deeply divided electorate, with a narrow result of 
50.6% voting “No” and 49.4% voting “Yes.”  

Current data suggests that Alberta is experiencing significantly lower levels of support for 
separation, with a clear majority of residents favouring remaining within Canada. Recent 
polling conducted by the Angus Reid Institute (February 9, 2026) found that 65% of 
Albertans would vote to stay in Canada if a referendum were held today, including 57% 
who indicated they would “definitely vote to stay.1” 

Support for separation remains both smaller in scale and less firmly held. Fewer than 
three-in-ten Albertans (29%) report they would vote for the province to leave Canada, 
and only 8% identify as “definite” supporters of separation. The majority within this group 
(21%) describe themselves as leaning toward separation rather than firmly committed, 
indicating a relatively soft base of support compared to the more entrenched positions 
observed in Quebec during the 1995 referendum.1 

The same polling also highlights the strength of arguments underpinning federal unity. 
Among those who would “definitely vote to stay,” overwhelming majorities cited Canadian 
identity (92%), Alberta’s place within Canada (90%), and concerns about the economic 
viability of an independent, landlocked province (93%) as compelling reasons to oppose 
separation.1 Subsequent March 2026 polling by Leger, Abacus and others have yielded 
broadly similar results. 

Political Leadership and Pathway to a Referendum 

A central distinction between Quebec’s 1995 referendum and Alberta’s current separatist 
movement is the role played by political leadership in advancing the referendum. In 
Quebec, the sovereignty movement was institutionally driven and led by a governing 
party with a clear electoral mandate for separation. This provided both legitimacy and a 
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defined pathway toward a vote, supported by government resources, coordinated 
messaging, and sustained political momentum. 

In contrast, Alberta’s current separatist movement is largely grassroots. While separatist 
sentiment exists within segments of the population and is supported by advocacy 
organizations and some political actors, it has not been the central policy objective of the 
provincial government, nor has a governing party sought or received a clear electoral 
mandate to pursue Alberta independence. 

This distinction has important implications for how risk is perceived by businesses and 
investors. In Quebec, the involvement of the provincial government signaled that a 
referendum was not only possible but likely, increasing the probability of constitutional 
change and prompting immediate responses from the private sector. Alberta’s situation 
remains materially different. While the provincial government has now created a formal 
mechanism for Albertans to express views on Alberta’s future relationship with Canada 
through the October 2026 referendum, independence remains one issue among a 
broader package of autonomy and constitutional reform proposals. The addition of a 
referendum question related to a future independence process increases the visibility and 
legitimacy of the issue within public debate, but does not by itself constitute a 
government commitment to pursue separation. 

While separation has not been advanced as a government policy in Alberta, recent 
provincial actions have signaled a desire for increased autonomy in areas on provincial or 
shared jurisdiction, and jurisdictional reform. The introduction of the Alberta Sovereignty 
Act in 2022 established a legislative framework for challenging areas of perceived 
jurisdictional overreach.  

Building on this, the Government of Alberta launched the “Alberta Next” panel in 2025 to 
engage with Albertans surrounding the province’s role within Confederation. The panel 
focused on key issues including equalization and federal transfers, taxation authority and 
control over key institutions such as pensions and policing, and proposals to establish an 
Alberta Pension Plan and provincial police force. The panel also examined immigration 
policy, constitutional reform to improve provincial representation, and ongoing concerns 
about federal regulatory overreach 

The forthcoming 2026 referendum emerges from this process. Most referendum 
questions focus on provincial autonomy, constitutional reform, immigration, and federal-
provincial relations. However, following the Alberta Court of King’s Bench decision 
denying the citizen-led separation initiative petition, the provincial government 
announced the addition of a tenth question concerning whether Alberta should begin the 
legal and constitutional process necessary to hold a future referendum on independence.  

While this development represents a notable escalation in the political profile of the issue, 
the referendum itself is not a direct vote on separation, nor has Alberta independence 
been advanced as the government’s primary policy objective. Rather, the government’s 
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broader focus continues to centre on increasing provincial autonomy within 
Confederation and strengthening Alberta’s position in negotiations with the federal 
government. The practical effect of the tenth question is to create a clearer political 
pathway through which separatist sentiment could be measured and potentially influence 
future policy discussions. 
 

Motivation for Separation 

A key distinction between Quebec’s 1995 referendum and Alberta’s current separatist 
movement is the absence of consequential language or cultural differences separating 
Alberta from the rest of Canada. Quebec’s sovereignty movement was deeply rooted in 
linguistic identity, cultural preservation, and a long-standing narrative of nationhood, 
which provided a durable and emotionally resonant foundation for separation. These 
factors contributed to sustained public support and heightened credibility of the 
movement, increasing uncertainty for businesses.  

Alberta’s separatist sentiment is primarily driven by economic and policy-related 
concerns, particularly around resource development, federal regulation, and imbalanced 
national institutions within Confederation, rather than identity-based factors. While these 
issues are significant, they are generally more fluid and responsive to changes in 
government policy, economic conditions, and intergovernmental relations.  

From a business perspective, this distinction matters. Identity-driven movements, such as 
Quebec’s, tend to create long-lasting and more entrenched uncertainty, as the grievances 
giving rise to separatist sentiment are less easily resolved through policy adjustments. In 
Alberta, where motivations are more closely tied to economic conditions and federal-
provincial dynamics, uncertainty may be more episodic and based on the actions of the 
federal government or federal election results.  

This impact has been historically demonstrated through the rise of separatist sentiment 
tied to unpopular federal policy decisions in Alberta, and successive political attempts to 
achieve federal-provincial reforms.  

Economic Structure and Risk Exposure 

Quebec’s economy in the mid-1990s was relatively diversified, with strengths in 
manufacturing, financial services, and domestic-oriented industries. While these sectors 
were not immune to political uncertainty, many were less directly dependent on 
interprovincial infrastructure or seamless integration with national regulatory systems. 
This enabled portions of the economy to remain more insulated from negative impacts of 
campaign-phase and pre-referendum dynamics. 

Alberta’s economy is more concentrated in sectors that are highly integrated with national 
and global markets. This is most notable in Alberta’s energy sector, but increasingly true in 
petrochemicals, agri-food exports, and emerging sectors like hydrogen, technology, and 
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data infrastructure. These industries rely heavily on interprovincial transportation 
corridors, federal regulatory frameworks, and access to international export markets. As a 
result, they are particularly sensitive to any uncertainty that could affect market access, 
regulatory continuity, or investment conditions. 

This creates a different risk profile than experienced in Quebec. Disruptions or perceived 
risks in any of these areas can have immediate implications for investment timing, project 
viability, and capital allocation. 

From a business perspective, this suggests that Alberta’s economy may be more 
immediately sensitive to separation-related uncertainty than Quebec’s was in 1995, 
particularly in sectors that require high levels of coordination across jurisdictions. While 
diversification efforts are ongoing, the concentration of economic activity in sectors 
dependent on external markets and regulatory alignment emphasize the importance of 
stability and predictability in sustaining investment and growth. 

Federal Policy Landscape  

During the period leading up to the 1995 Quebec referendum, the federal policy 
landscape was primarily shaped by government mandates to foster national unity. 
Governments under Mulroney and Chrétien focused on managing political uncertainty, 
specifically threats to national unity. Federal–provincial relations were characterized by 
ongoing negotiations surrounding jurisdiction and autonomy, particularly with Quebec.  

The Meech Lake and Charlottetown Accords were bold federal efforts to resolve 
Quebec’s grievances through constitutional reform. The failure of both Accords only 
served to deepen perceptions that Quebec’s concerns went unrecognized by other 
regions in Canada.  

As a result, federal motivation to pursue constitutional change weakened and Ottawa 
became more cautious in its approach to provincial-federal relations.3  

This differs in an important respect from today’s federal landscape, which places greater 
emphasis on economic growth, productivity, and national security in response to shifting 
global trade dynamics and geopolitical pressures, with less focus on internal unity risks 
and a stronger approach toward collaboration in building a more integrated Canadian 
economy. 

Prime Minister Mark Carney has pursued a mandate around a more focused set of 
national objectives. Federal priorities include building a stronger domestic economy, 
securing supply chains, increasing defence capacity, accelerating strategic industries like 
clean technology and advanced manufacturing, and maintaining fiscal discipline while 
investing in national infrastructure. In the current federal environment priorities are 
closely tied to nationally coordinated economic strategy. Consequently, perceived 
misalignment with federal direction may carry more immediate implications for 
investment timing and capital allocation. 
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Alberta’s Energy Sector, Federal Overreach and Investment Risk 

Alberta’s federal–provincial grievances have been most visible in the energy sector. Over the past 
decade, several major projects including Trans Mountain Expansion, Northern Gateway, Energy 
East, and Keystone XL, were cancelled, delayed, or significantly restructured following extended 
federal regulatory reviews, legal challenges, and evolving policy requirements. This has had 
significant consequences for Alberta. Pipeline constraints and limited market access have 
historically widened the discount on Western Canadian crude, contributing to an estimated 
US$49 billion in foregone industry revenue between 2010 and 2025.29  

Beyond economic impacts, repeated project delays and cancellations have shaped anti-Ottawa 
sentiment within Alberta’s energy sector. This has contributed to broader economic frustration 
and increased support for separatist sentiment. An Ipsos poll conducted in late 2019, amid 
ongoing uncertainty around Trans Mountain and the cancellation of other major projects, found 
that 62% of Albertans believed their province was not receiving its fair share from Confederation. 
Only 18% of Albertans felt their views were adequately represented in Ottawa, with support for 
separation rising to approximately 33%.30  

Moves to reduce federal involvement in energy, at their most extreme expression through the 
pursuit of separation, are often viewed by supporters as a path to removing barriers and better 
aligning governance with Alberta’s economic interests. Public opinion data supports this framing. 
Polling by the Angus Reid Institute (2026) finds that approximately 95–98% of committed “leave” 
voters support arguments centred on reducing federal policy constraints and gaining full 
provincial control over natural resources. This exposes an underlying paradox when considered 
alongside the uncertainty separation introduces. Alberta’s energy sector is deeply integrated 
within a federal policy and regulatory framework and reliant on national and international market 
access. As a result, separation itself could introduce a level of uncertainty to Alberta’s energy 
sector that outweighs the intended economic benefits of separation.  

The Memorandum of Understanding signed in November 2025 between Prime Minister Mark 
Carney and Premier Danielle Smith represented a notable attempt to address longstanding 
tensions between Alberta and Ottawa. The agreement’s commitments to advance energy 
infrastructure, support a “one project, one review” approach, and introduce greater flexibility in 
climate and industrial policy directly responded to many long-standing concerns raised by 
Albertans, specifically those who have expressed separatist sentiments. 

On May 15, 2026, Carney and Smith announced an Implementation Agreement under the MOU, 
moving the agreement from a broad statement of intent toward a more detailed framework for 
action. The Implementation Agreement includes commitments related to carbon markets, 
electricity, the Pathways carbon capture project, and an oil pipeline to Asian markets.  

The Implementation Agreement also sets out specific timelines, including Alberta submitting a 
pipeline proposal to the Major Projects Office by July 1, 2026, and Canada pursuing designation 
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as a project of national interest by October 1, 2026, subject to Indigenous consultation 
obligations.  

In the context of rising separatist sentiment, the agreement underscores an important message: 
many of Alberta’s core energy and regulatory concerns can be addressed through negotiation 
within the existing federal framework. However, its economic effectiveness, and ability to 
improve economic tensions between Alberta and Ottawa, hinges on timely implementation, 
sustained political alignment and a continued focus on shared economic results.  

 

Implications for Alberta’s Economic Growth Strategy 

Alberta based economist Trevor Tombe emphasizes that the broader economic consequences of 
separation would likely be severe. Drawing parallels to both Quebec’s experience and Brexit, he 
argues that increased trade barriers and uncertainty would reduce productivity, investment, and 
overall economic output. His own modelling suggests that even modest increases in trade costs 
could shrink Alberta’s GDP by 4–6%, translating into tens of billions in lost economic activity and 
a decline in population as workers leave for better opportunities elsewhere.6 Additional risks, 
such as pipeline access constraints and corporate relocations, would further weaken the 
province’s economy and tax base.  

ACC’s recent “Business and Public Attitudes to Key Policy Issues” survey demonstrates that the 
business community believes impacts are already being felt in the provincial economy. 
Businesses surveyed reported business investment being down (85%), more businesses 
considering leaving/expanding outside Alberta (71%), and a higher risk of recession (62%) are the 
top impacts of discourse around separation. 

Alberta’s emerging economic opportunities are being shaped by a deliberate provincial strategy 
focused on diversification, private capital attraction, and sector-specific enabling policy. Budget 
2026 and recent ministry business plans signal strong support for growth sectors including AI and 
data centers, aerospace and aviation, hydrogen and low-emissions energy, critical minerals, and 
value-added agriculture.  

Alberta’s economic strategy is coherent and increasingly competitive. However, the ability to 
realize Alberta’s emerging economic opportunities will depend not only on the strength of 
economic policy, but the ability to maintain investor confidence in regulatory stability, market 
access, and continued integration within the Canadian economy.  

Artificial Intelligence 

AI and digital infrastructure represent one of Alberta’s most significant opportunities, 
supported by the province’s Artificial Intelligence Data Centers Strategy and efforts to 
align electricity market policy with large-scale industrial demand.  

Alberta’s major-projects inventory lists large proposed and active data-centre 
developments, including Crusoe AI Data Centres Alberta at an estimated $3.0 billion, 
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eStruxture CAL-3 at $750 million, Technologies New Energy & Data District Phase 1 at 
$1.3 billion, Synapse Olds Data Centre at $10.0 billion. Synapse alone projects 2,000 
construction jobs and 1,000 long-term jobs once operational.11 

These projects are highly capital-intensive, long-term, and dependent on regulatory 
certainty, particularly around power pricing, grid access, and interprovincial trade. 
Sovereignty-related uncertainty could complicate this value proposition if investors 
perceive risks to federal–provincial coordination, interprovincial data flows, or national 
regulatory alignment.  

Even without actual policy change, heightened political noise can delay investment 
decisions, as seen in Quebec where uncertainty around market rules and jurisdictional 
stability in advance of the 1995 affected capital deployment.  

Aviation, Aerospace and Defence 

Aerospace and aviation present another strong diversification pathway, with provincial 
support for training infrastructure and emerging manufacturing hubs. Nationally, Canada’s 
aerospace sector contributes approximately $34 billion in GDP, supporting 225,000 jobs, 
and generating ~70% of its revenues from exports.13 As a key component of Canada’s 
new national defence strategy “Our North, Strong and Free” the federal government is 
actively seeking to ensure that regions beyond traditional aerospace hubs (Québec and 
Ontario) can participate in and benefit from defence-related growth. The Alberta Aviation, 
Aerospace and Defence Council’s recent repositioning to include defence reflects a 
deliberate alignment with federal priorities. It signals Alberta’s intent to play a more active 
role in national procurement and supply chains, recognizing that sector growth will 
depend on strong coordination with the federal government. However, strong and stable 
engagement with the federal government is critical to building the relationships necessary 
to grow the sector.  

Calgary International Airport (YYC) alone supports 42,000 full-time-equivalent jobs and 
nearly $6.5 billion in GDP annually, while major investments like the $144.7 million CAE–
WestJet training centre are being developed to expand sector capacity and train 6,000 
workers annually.11,12 Recent investments at Calgary International Airport include 
Lufthansa Technik’s $120 million engine maintenance facility (2023) and De Havilland 
Canada’s ongoing investment in aircraft assembly and development operations (2022).19, 

20 

Any perception that Alberta may diverge from federal frameworks could raise concerns 
for companies operating in highly regulated supply chains, including aerospace, aviation 
and defence. Investment in aerospace tends to favour jurisdictions with stable, 
predictable governance structures, meaning even low-probability political risks can weigh 
disproportionately on investment decisions. 

Hydrogen & Low-Emissions Energy 
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Opportunities in hydrogen and low-emissions energy are closely tied to Alberta’s existing 
strengths in natural gas and industrial systems. Alberta is already the largest hydrogen 
producer in Canada, and the province’s Hydrogen Roadmap positions it to compete in a 
global market projected to exceed $2.5 trillion annually by 2050. Provincial analysis 
indicates that hydrogen development could generate tens of thousands of jobs and 
billions of dollars in economic activity by 2030, particularly during construction phases.14 

However, this trajectory relies on a combination of provincial policy, federal incentives 
(investment tax credits for clean hydrogen and carbon capture), and access to national 
and international markets. Although open to lower risk than other emerging industries, 
political narratives surrounding sovereignty could introduce uncertainty around carbon 
policy alignment, federal funding participation, and market access.  

Transportation and Logistics 

Alberta is also emerging as a key hub in Canadian and North American transportation and 
logistics. The province’s strategic location between western ports and eastern markets, 
supported by strong rail connectivity, major highway corridors, and expanding air cargo 
capacity positions Alberta as an important gateway. The sector generated approximately 
$18.8 billion in Alberta’s GDP in 2023.24 As supply chains increasingly prioritize reliability 
and efficiency, Alberta’s role as a logistics hub is expected to continue expanding, 
supporting trade, investment, and broader economic diversification. This effort is assisted 
by a reduction in internal trade barriers. 

This sector is understandably highly sensitive to uncertainty around market access and 
regulatory alignment. In a separation scenario, or prolonged uncertainty, investment in 
logistics infrastructure, warehousing, and distribution could be redirected elsewhere. Even 
a 5–10% reduction in sector growth or investment could translate into $1–2 billion in 
unrealized GDP over the medium term and thousands of jobs lost. 

Agriculture 

Value-added agriculture remains one of Alberta’s most resilient economic opportunities 
due to its strong policy supports, including tax credits and sector-specific programs. 
Alberta accounted for nearly 19% of Canada’s total agri-food exports in 2024, with total 
agricultural and agri-food exports exceeding $17.9 billion in 2023, including 
approximately $9.7 billion in value-added products. Alberta is also a major global exporter, 
shipping products such as wheat to over 70 countries, and generating $3.9 billion in 
international beef exports, underscoring its established market position.15 

The sector has growing opportunities within a national push toward more secure 
domestic supply chains and expanded value-added production within Canada. Research 
from organizations such as the Canadian Western Foundation highlights a growing policy 
and industry focus on expanding value-added processing capacity.²¹ This direction has 
resulted in investments like AgSphere ($2.75M)  in Calgary, which aims to co-locate 
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innovation, processing, and commercialization, as well as in Farm Credit Canada’s $2B 
commitment through the Agri-Food Capital Initiative expanding beyond traditional 
lending into entrepreneurship, investment, and value-chain development.²² ²³ 

These investments are typically less sensitive to sovereignty-related risk because they are 
more closely tied to local supply chains and existing production advantages. However, 
even in this sector, concerns around interprovincial trade, labour mobility, and national 
market access could influence larger-scale processing investments, particularly those 
oriented toward export markets. 

Tourism 

In 2024, Alberta released Higher Ground, an ambitious strategy to increase visitor 
spending in Alberta to $25 billion by 2035. Tourism is a meaningful contributor to 
Alberta’s economy, generating approximately $11–11.3 billion in GDP and supporting 
over 250,000 jobs across the province. In 2024 alone, Alberta welcomed approximately 
38 million visitors, generating $14.4 billion in visitor spending, reinforcing tourism as one 
of the province’s largest service export sectors. The sector is supported by strong 
domestic demand, with interprovincial travel representing a significant share of total 
visitation and providing stable, year-round economic activity.32 

Alberta’s tourism is primarily driven by our Banff National Park and Jasper National Park, 
both of which attract significant numbers of international and interprovincial visitors. 
Uncertainty, perceived political risk, or external anger with Alberta introduced by 
separation could impact both visitor volumes and overall spending in the sector. For 
example, a 5–10% reduction in interprovincial tourism activity would result in an 
estimated $700 million to $1.4 billion in reduced visitor spending annually, with 
concentrated effects in hospitality, transportation, and regional tourism economies.32  

 

A Path Forward for Alberta’s Business Community 

Quebec’s experience demonstrates that the business impacts of a sovereignty movement are felt 
well before any constitutional change occurs. The key lesson for Alberta is not simply that 
political uncertainty can affect markets, but that the economic response to uncertainty is often in 
advance of major policy change. As the Quebec case shows, companies do not wait for a 
referendum result to begin adjusting investment plans, leadership structures, or growth strategies 
when faced with uncertainty risk.  

Given that Alberta’s economic future depends heavily on attracting and retaining long-term 
private investment in sectors that are capital-intensive, trade exposed, and often reliant on 
federal coordination, the need to communicate certainty and find pathways to decrease risk to 
investors is key to retaining investment.  
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Although Alberta’s current context differs from Quebec’s in important ways, including lower 
public support for separation and the absence of a government-led mandate for independence, 
increased public debate, media attention, and political rhetoric around separation can still be 
expected to impact how Alberta is viewed by investors, partners, and skilled workers. 

As identified in a recent survey conducted by the Alberta Chamber of Commerce, almost seven-
in-ten (68%) businesses reported that the current discourse around Alberta separation from 
Canada is impacting the provincial economy, up substantially from 56% in January 2026 and 53% 
in June 2025.16  

Four-in-ten (39%) of businesses say talk of separation is impacting their business directly, up from 
28% in January 2026 and 22% in June 2025. Among those reporting an impact, almost all 
characterize it as negative (87%). A further 49% report no impact and 12% are unsure.16 

In terms of business impacts felt, more concern about a recession (69%), projects/investments 
delayed or scaled back (46%), customer demand/sales down (43%), and businesses considering 
expansion/relocation outside Alberta (42%) were most reported.16  

Over the past two years, positive attitudes by business about the province’s long-term future 
have declined by 17 points. Only just over half (54%) now have a positive view of the province’s 
long-term future — down from 71% in June 2024 — and business and the public now have a 
similar outlook.16  

This increasingly cautious outlook is coupled with shifting workforce expectations, with the 
share of Alberta companies in January anticipating growth over the next 12 months declining 
from 35% to 26%, while businesses expecting to reduce their workforce hadmore than doubled, 
increasing from 5% to 11%.16  

The observed impacts in Quebec’s pre-referendum period provide important insight and a path 
forward for the business community. Businesses are not passive observers in periods of political 
uncertainty; they are among the most credible and influential voices in shaping confidence in the 
province’s economic future.  

Through public messaging, investment decisions, stakeholder engagement, and advocacy, Alberta 
businesses can help reinforce the importance of stability, policy clarity, market access, and the 
benefits of continued economic integration within Canada. The business community can also 
help ensure that legitimate policy frustrations are addressed in ways that strengthen Alberta’s 
competitiveness and investment attraction. 

Conclusion and Strategic Implications 

A study of Quebec’s separatist movement, and specifically the period surrounding the 1995 
referendum outlines several economic risks for Alberta. Among the negative impacts attributed to 
the impacts of Quebec’s separation movement and referendum is the common theme that as 



 

21  The 1995 Quebec Referendum: Strategic Lessons for Alberta’s Business Community 

uncertainty grows, even without any actual policy change, businesses and investors begin to 
adjust. Decisions around where to invest, where to grow, and where to locate leadership are 
directly shaped by perception of risk. 

As Alberta approaches the October 19, 2026 referendum, similar impacts to investor and 
business confidence can be expected if questions relating to Alberta’s future relationship with 
Canada continue to gain political prominence. The provincial government’s stated approach 
remains focused on pursuing increased autonomy and jurisdictional reform within a united 
Canada, which is likely to moderate uncertainty compared to the circumstances that preceded 
Quebec’s 1995 referendum, where a mainstream political party was actively seeking sovereignty 
as its primary political objective. 

The addition of a tenth referendum question regarding whether Alberta should begin the legal 
and constitutional process necessary to hold a future referendum on independence introduces a 
new dimension to the discussion. While the question is not itself a vote on separation, it creates 
a formal mechanism through which Albertans can express support for exploring a future 
independence process. As a result, the referendum can no longer be viewed solely as a 
discussion of provincial autonomy, constitutional reform, and federal-provincial relations. 

Despite this development, Alberta’s referendum is still likely to be interpreted by many investors 
as a signal of ongoing pressure for greater provincial autonomy rather than an imminent step 
toward independence. Consequently, the most likely economic impact is not an immediate 
market shock, but a gradual increase in caution. Businesses may face greater scrutiny from 
investors, longer decision timelines for major projects, and a higher threshold for capital 
deployment. These effects are likely to be most pronounced in sectors that depend on federal 
coordination, national regulatory frameworks, or interprovincial systems, including emerging 
diversification sectors such as artificial intelligence, hydrogen and low-emissions energy, aviation, 
aerospace, and defence. 

The degree of economic impact will depend heavily on the referendum results and the political 
response that follows. As observed in Quebec, a strong level of support for a sovereignty-related 
question, or a close and inconclusive outcome, could extend uncertainty and prompt investors to 
reassess long-term risks associated with the province. Conversely, a decisive result 
demonstrating limited support for pursuing independence would likely reduce uncertainty and 
reinforce the view that Alberta’s constitutional debates remain focused on reform within 
Confederation rather than separation from it. 

The lesson for Alberta is clear. In an environment where perception drives behaviour, stability 
must be demonstrated. Alberta’s government has already taken steps in this direction by 
pursuing greater provincial autonomy within a united Canada (beginning with the Alberta 
Sovereignty Act) rather than advocating for separation. The current approach, assertive on issues 
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of jurisdictional sovereignty anchored in support for federalism, helps manage risk while 
addressing underlying concerns. 

To best manage the impacts of Alberta’s renewed separatist movement on the economy, the 
province must continue to go beyond general signals of stability and deliver clear, consistent, and 
actionable direction both pre- and post-referendum. Continuing to provide details on policy and 
regulatory intent, maintain alignment with national frameworks that underpin market access, and 
communicate proactively investors, industry, and partners will help combat instability and result 
in better economic outcomes for Alberta. 
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