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about the ascw
The Alberta College of Social Workers regulates social work practice in Alberta. Its primary focus is to serve and
protect the public interest by promoting skilled and ethical social work. Social Workers work with people across
the lifespan from infants to seniors. The fields of practice of the profession range from direct service delivery and
community development to advocacy and policy development. To compliment its legislated obligations, ACSW
advocates for policies, programs, and services that serve the public interest.  Across the province, much of the work
Registered Social Workers do is with those who are vulnerable and marginalized.
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Summary
a c s w s o c i a l p o l i c y f r a m e w o r k 2010
values:

This policy agenda is premised on the Canadian Association of Social Work Code of Ethics and Social Work
Principles. Core values include: dignity and respect;
equality; equity; comprehensiveness; quality services;
and social dialogue.

recommendations:

Strengthen the province’s social safety net through
the development of programs that provide a livable
income, are universal, accessible and delivered in a
non-stigmatizing manner.

1: Strengthening community services

5. Protecting workers

Shift away from a business model to one based on
core service delivery and away from the reliance on
charity to a model based on rights.  Provide more stable and long term funding, salaries equal to the public
sector and appropriate accountability measures.

Improve income security, equality and quality of life,
through expanded worker protections.

2: Quality of life for all Albertans
Improve access to quality social programs, increase
leisure time, and reduce stress on families through:
increased spending on culture and leisure, childcare
and early learning, education, and healthcare; reduced
working hours; increased vacations; and expanded
community based public health and other services for
Aboringinal communities.

3: Investing in housing affordability
Fulfill promise to eradicate homelessness by 2019
including $3.3 billion in spending.

6

4: Ensuring dignity and an adequate income
for the most vulnerable                              
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6. Democracy and good governance
Reform the democratic process to ensure that it accurately represents Alberta’s diversity especially Alberta’s
Aboriginal peoples.

7.  Progressive revenue reform
Return to progressive taxes and raise corporate and
other taxes to levels that allow continued support for
public goods like healthcare, education and social
programs that Albertans feel are citizenship rights.

Executive Summary
Alberta has been prone to booms and busts but
overall has seen long-term growth in the size of the
economy and a dramatic increase in wealth. However,
along with this wealth has come disparity; inequality
in both income and quality of life is creating problems
across Alberta. Alberta’s economic growth has gone
mostly to those in the higher incomes. Quality of life
indicators such as income security, personal disposable income, social cohesion, food security, housing
affordability, leisure and family time, and educational
attainment show that middle and low-income Albertans are struggling to keep the status quo and many
are being left behind.
Research shows that the costs of this inequality cut
across all of society. Some of the impacts visible in
Alberta include: economic and social exclusion evidenced by increasing food bank usage and homelessness; Alberta has the highest rates of family violence
in the country and leads the country in domestic
assault, homicide-suicide and stalking; Alberta has
record low voter turnout; Albertans rank the lowest in
the nation for sense of belonging in their community;
Alberta has low university participation; and Albertans
have the lowest leisure time in the nation.
In response, the Alberta College of Social Workers
(ACSW) launched the Closing the Disparity Gap Project.
That project includes a multi-sector stakeholder process to generate ideas and to develop practical solu-

tions to the problem of economic and social disparity
in Alberta. This report is Phase II of that project. The
research included two symposia to engage ACSW and
community leaders as well as academics in discussion
on the key causes of disparity and to workshop policy
recommendations.

‘Albertans rank the
lowest in the nation for
sense of belonging to
their community.’

values
This policy agenda is premised on the Canadian Association of Social Work Code of Ethics and Social Work
Principles. Core principles include: dignity and respect;
equality; equity; comprehensiveness; quality services;
and social dialogue. The social work approach represents a fundamental shift away from the value of
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rugged individualism that has underpinned widened
inequality and instead puts collectivity front and
centre.
This report maps the disparity gap and the impacts
it has on low-income and middle-income Albertans,
and those requiring income supports. The report then
analyzes the key causes of the economic and social
disparities in Alberta, including tax cuts and social
spending trends. The second half of the report sets the
stage for a new policy agenda for Alberta with clear
and specific recommendations for measures to reduce
disparity.

section

I

the causes

and consequences
Key aspects of disparity mapped out in this report
include:
• Aboriginal families, single parents, and newcomers in Alberta live in deeper and a more
persistent state of poverty than in any other
province in Canada. The unemployment rate for
newcomers is double that of the general population. Women continue to earn 72 cents of the
male dollar.
• Minimum wage does not pay enough to live
and work at levels that allow people to realistically meet their costs.
• Middle income families have come under
increasing pressure. Wages have barely kept up
with inflation and in some cases fallen, they are
working more hours, have less disposable income, higher debt loads and they pay amongst
the highest out-of-pocket costs for services such
as childcare, health care, education, utilities,
recreation and vehicle insurance in the nation.
• Albertans work 1,880 hours per year, the highest in Canada, and much higher than many

8
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other developed economies. Albertans work an
additional 300 hours or about 7.5 weeks more
than the OECD 15 average. This is because Alberta has a much longer work week and has less
paid holidays and vacation entitlements (two
weeks compared to six weeks for the EU).
• Social assistance rates are far below the
poverty line and have not been keeping pace
with inflation. Increasingly stringent asset and
earnings exemption regulations make it difficult
to escape from poverty. The current patchwork
of different programs means people can fall
between the cracks.
• Alberta’s Aboriginal peoples experience the
most extreme disparity: income disparities are
severe (Aboriginal incomes at 2/3 the average
income for men and ½ for women); levels of unemployment are triple the average; Aboriginal
children are very over-represented in children
in care; there is disproportionate representation
of Aboriginal people at all stages of the justice
system, both as victims and offenders; levels of
educational attainment are much lower; health
outcomes are much poorer; housing quality is
lower; and food security is lower.
Key causes of Alberta’s disparity: The erosion of
social infrastructure through the adoption of a flattax regime and 25 years of governments spending
too little on social assistance programs have exacerbated inequalities as have labour market policies and
offloading to community services agencies.
a |  The Tax Cut Agenda: The flat tax was a transfer of
wealth to high-income Albertans. Middle-income
Albertans actually pay more tax than in most other
provinces, while the top income bracket pays by far
the lowest taxes in the nation. Alberta also has the
lowest corporate taxes in the nation and collects by far
the lowest taxes in the nation, $10.7 billion less than
BC, the next lowest province in 2008.
b  | Stalled Social Spending: Alberta spends less on average than many other provinces on a per capita basis.

As a percentage of GDP, total spending of combined
provincial and municipal governments in Alberta fell
from a high of 21 per cent in 1991-1993 to only 13.4
per cent in 2007. For comparison, the OECD average
was 21 per cent, while at the top end Sweden and
France spend 29 per cent.
c  | Labour markets: Jobs have become increasingly
contingent – temporary, part-time and self-employed
– while average wages have barely been keeping
pace with inflation. A study of inequality trends in
OECD countries found that the most important factor in equality was trade union membership. On this
front, Alberta compares poorly with the lowest rate of
unionization in Canada.
d | Offloading of community services: In downsizing
government many services were offloaded to the
voluntary or community sector which has been shifted
to a ‘contract culture,’ with insecure funding and low
wages and benefits

section

II

solutions

Alberta needs a new policy paradigm, one that aligns
with the social work principles. This next section lays
the foundation for that new paradigm. The agenda
is broken into two main sections: A new vision for
Albertans and Governance reform to make that vision
possible. The vision in Part 1 includes recommendations by the ACSW in the following key areas: strengthening community services, better quality life for all
Albertans, investing in housing affordability, ensuring
dignity and an adequate income for the most vulnerable, and protecting workers. Part 2 includes recommendations in the following areas: democracy and
good governance and progressive revenue reform.

1 strengthening
community services:
Shift away from a business approach to one based on
core service delivery and away from reliance on generosity and charity to one based on rights.
Recommendation 1: Develop a more inclusive and supportive attitude toward community service providers
including:
• increased funding that is stable and longerterm;
• funding for staffing compensation equal to
comparable direct public sector programs;
• accountability that is based on appropriate
and manageable indicators and data collection;
and
• funding and support to expand on community hub models for community-based service
grouping and delivery.

ACSW SOCIAL POLICY FRAMEWORK 2010
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2 a better quality of

4 ensuring dignity

life for all

and an adequate

albertans:

income for the most
vulnerable

Improve access to quality social programs, increasing
leisure time and reducing stress on families.
Recommendation 2: Provide greater support to improve the quality of life for all Albertans including:
increased spending and program expansion related
to culture and leisure, childcare and early learning,
education, health care; and reduce working hours
through shorter work weeks and increased vacation.
Key recommendations include:
• expand community based public health
services for Aboriginal communities and implement no child left behind policy;
• fully fund and deliver early learning programs
based on the public school model (including
junior and full-day kindergarten);
• fund universities to reduce tuition rates to
$1,000 per year across all programs;
• increase paid leaves and reducing work hours
to match European averages; and
• create adequate publicly funded, non-profit
child care spaces at $7 per day.

3 investing in
housing affordability
Recommendation 3: Fulfill promise to eradicate homelessness by 2019 by complying with commitment of
$3.3 billion in spending and building the necessary
8,000 new housing units.

10
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Recommendation 4: Strengthen the province’s social
safety net through the development of programs that
are universal, accessible and delivered in a non-stigmatizing manner. This includes:
• phase in a livable guaranteed annual income
(GAI) to bring together programs for seniors,
people with disabilities, unemployed workers,
students and low income workers; and
• while working towards the GAI, social assistance rates need to be increased to the poverty
line, rates must be indexed to inflation, asset
levels increased, application process simplified,
eligibility expanded and wait time shortened.

5 protecting workers:
Improve income security, equality and quality of life
through expanded worker protections.
Recommendation 5: Provide more comprehensive
protection and assistance to those working full-time,
full-year to ensure an adequate standard of living. This
includes:
• implement a living wage policy;
• strengthen labour protections including both
employment standards and labour organizing
procedures; and
• abandon the temporary foreign worker program, and expedite and better support foreign
credential recognition.

6 democracy and
good governance
Recommendation 6: Reform the democratic process to
ensure that it accurately represents Alberta’s population diversity and distribution. This includes:
• adopt a proportional representation electoral
system;
• establish an independent body with representation from Aboriginal, newcomers and women’s
groups;
• implement an accountability and reporting
system based on well-being indices; and
• work with Aboriginal groups to increase funding for and expand a comprehensive, community-based, culturally appropriate policy agenda
with targets for improving quality of life and
reducing disparities.

• remove gambling revenues from general
revenues and instead adequately fund arts and
culture, communities and early learning from
progressive taxes; and
• collect all natural resource rents and keep
them out of general revenues for use in building
a future for the province.

section

III

conclusions

Alberta is at a crossroad. This report has highlighted
what it means to have economic growth at the
expense of social cohesion. With over 80 per cent of
incomes concentrated in only half of households and
the lowest ranking in the nation for sense of belonging to their communities, Alberta needs a new policy
framework. This report provides the framework for a
new development path; one where economic growth
serves social goals and where disparity is minimized,
ensuring an adequate income, quality of life and dignity for all Albertans.

7 progressive
revenue reform
Recommendation 7: Re-establish the link between taxes and public services. Revenues should be returned
to levels that allow continued support commensurate
with changing demographics and inflation for public
goods like health care, education, and social programs
that Albertans feel are citizenship rights. This includes:
• reinstate progressive taxes, with increased
progressivity at the top end and brackets indexed to inflation;
• raise corporate taxes to the Canadian average;
• reinstate the liquor tax;

ACSW SOCIAL POLICY FRAMEWORK 2010
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Introduction
a l b e r t a ’s g r o w i n g d i s p a r i t y g a p : p r o p o s i n g a
new policy paradigm
The Alberta College of Social Workers (ACSW) has
convened a multi-sector stakeholder process to generate ideas and to develop practical solutions to the
key problem plaguing Alberta – economic and social
disparity. The goal is to narrow the gap between the
wealthy and the rest of Albertans in terms of both
income and quality of life. This requires redistributing
income, improving the social and economic well-being of those with middle and low-incomes and those
in need of government supports. With a focus on
Alberta, this project targets those elected officials in
ministries responsible for social and economic policy
and programming, as well as media, working-age
adults, registered social workers and allied organizations.
This project emerges from the work of the ACSW’s
‘Closing the Disparity Gap’ Phase I campaign, which
raised awareness in its June 2008 report of the growing disparity between Alberta’s haves and have-nots
and the important role that social workers in Alberta
play in helping to improve the well-being of all Albertans.
The ACSW’s most recent initiative, ‘Closing the Dis-
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parity Gap’ Phase II seeks to promote debate on the
appropriate social policy framework for increasing
equality among Albertans.
The ACSW and its partners believe that the timing is
right for a new social practice and policy framework
directed towards increasing equality. This report is
based on two symposia, one held in Calgary to discuss
the key causes of increased disparity in Alberta and
the second in Edmonton to workshop policy solutions.
Through these symposia, the project draws on the
respected history and experience of ACSW, publicminded community leaders and academics for potential solutions that have been tested with frontline
agencies and people directly affected by problems
created by the disparity gap.
Below we briefly summarize the problem, project objectives and the purpose of the research agenda.

the problem
There has always been inequality and poverty. However, for three decades between 1945 and 1975 equity

was front and centre; social and economic programs
were expanding and disparities narrowing. Many public social programs became universal and the role of
government was seen clearly as one of redistributing
income and promoting equity. The concept of a strong
social safety net evolved as a core Canadian value,
based on the notion that all members of society have
a right to adequate food, housing, income and health
care through programs and services such as education, old age pensions and unemployment insurance.
The connection between ‘social citizenship’ and a
strong welfare state was clear, with a common understanding that equality serves as a powerful source of
community cohesion and inclusion.1

government supports. Although small improvements
have been made over the last decade to income security for children, seniors and the severely disabled in
Alberta, those without additional sources of income
are still marginalized, unable to participate fully in Alberta society. While some enjoy well-paying jobs with
good benefits, many more are trapped in part-time or
precarious work with increased stress, and lower quality of life. The top 10 per cent of families have seen
incomes increase while the rest have worked harder
to stay where they were or were shut out of economic
gains altogether.3  Economic and social exclusion has
impacted marginalized and racial groups considerably
more. 4

This all changed in the 1990s. The ACSW was on the
frontlines when the government of Alberta adopted
neoliberal policies, with the inherent priority given to
private sector/market mechanisms. Deep cuts were
made to taxes, social programs, education and the size
of government. Public enterprises such as the Alberta
Liquor Control Board (ALCB), Alberta Government Telephones, registries and utilities were privatized. Public
assets often sold for a fraction of their worth. All Albertans have in some way experienced first-hand the
dismantling of public social and economic programs
that served the common good.2  And many in the nonprofit sector or community-based organizations have
attempted to fill the gaps where the government once
stood.

This report will show that low-income and some
middle-income adults, and those requiring income
supports, face several key challenges:

Alberta’s 2010 budget continues on this track. Though
health care spending was increased, other social
programs including childcare, rental supplements,
post-secondary education and housing were cut back.
On-the-ground rollbacks are short sighted. For example, nurses in some parts of the province have been
told to charge for prenatal workshops they previously
offered for free. Nurses report that this is deterring
pregnant women from attending, meaning more new
moms and newborns will end up in emergency rooms
and coming in to clinics.
The single most important social problem in Alberta
today concerns the economic and social security of
low- and middle-income adults and those relying on

• Minimum wage does not pay enough to live
and work at levels that allow people to realistically meet their costs, especially in Alberta’s
urban centres.
• Wages for middle-income earners have
stagnated, demanding ever-increasing hours of
work. The lack of programs that support families,
including childcare, health benefits, transportation, affordable housing, pensions and food
security are factors driving more middle-income
workers to lengthen their work week.
• Existing programs make it difficult to escape
the poverty trap. Many income support recipients have to earn additional income to survive
but face severe penalties for earning other
income such that they are often left on income
supports rather than working.
• The erosion of social infrastructure through
the adoption of a flat-tax regime and 25 years of
governments spending too little on social assistance programs has undermined the ability of all
Albertans to share in the abundance of Canada’s
wealthiest province. While a few benefit, more
and more Albertans struggle to maintain a rea-
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sonable standard of living.
• Aboriginal peoples, women and newcomers
continue to suffer the most egregious effects
of the erosion of social supports, programs and
services. This creates obstacles to full participation in society, forcing a significant proportion
of Alberta’s citizens to fall further behind.
• There is little public or political pressure
to change the situation. Since the late 1980s,
minimum wages, employment insurance, and
income supports have all declined significantly,
while eligibilty and access have been narrowed.
The ACSW knows that if we fail to respond to this disparity gap, our communities will be weakened. Disparity jeopardizes the fabric of social relationships that
make our communities good places to live, work, raise
children and grow old. That is why the ACSW is committed to a social vision based on principles of social
justice: the assurance that all Albertans are entitled to
equal opportunities to live dignified and happy lives in
a society that is based on fairness, shared responsibility, and personal well-being for all. These are the core
of the social work Social Policy Principles and Code of
Ethics. 5
The ACSW believes that the pursuit of social justice
is a responsibility of every person, community, social
institution and government structure. What follows
is ACSW’s proposition for a new policy paradigm, one
that aligns with the social work principles embodied in
the social work Code of Ethics and the Social Policy Principles: the commitment to promote social fairness and
equitable distribution of resources, and act to reduce
barriers and expand choice for all persons, with special
regard for those who are marginalized, disadvantaged,
vulnerable and/or have exceptional needs. 6

the framework for a new
vision
The recommendations made in this policy agenda are
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premised on social work principles that oblige social
workers, individually and collectively, to work for
resources, services and opportunities for the overall
benefit of humanity and to protect all persons from
harm. While pursuing equity, the social work approach
represents a fundamental shift away from the value of
rugged individualism that has underpinned widened
inequality in the past few decades. It instead puts collectivity front and centre. It shifts away from a society
premised on exclusion to one with inclusiveness at its
core.

‘ Disparity jeopardizes the
fabric of social
relationships that make
our communities
good places to live, work,
raise children, and grow
old. ‘

This policy agenda includes both short-term and
long-term objectives. It acknowledges the strategic
importance of short-term stopgap measures such as
the child tax credit programs and expanded programs
for low-income workers, but it recognizes the limitations of these programs which exacerbate the myth
of the deserving and the undeserving poor and may
enable employers to pay less than living wages. For
each day a child goes hungry, a mother goes hungry
two or three. This policy agenda aims to eliminate the
false dichotomy of deserving and undeserving poor to
promote longer-term social and economic transformation that would ensure families are not raising their
children in poverty, and that all workers earn living
wages. It moves from an approach based on generosity and charity to one based on social justice, rights
and equality.

The new vision for Alberta laid out in this set of recommendations is based on the key social work principles related to
disparity, especially the following:

•

:

dignity and respect each individual
has a right to self-fulfillment to the extent that the right
does not encroach on the right of others. To that end,
social policy measures should intrude as little as possible on the choices which individuals make to realize
their own personal life goals.

•

:

equality because of the intrinsic worth of
every human being, each person shall be treated equally
without unfair discrimination on the basis of disability,
color, social class, race, religion, language, political beliefs, sex or sexual orientation.

•

equity : individuals and families are to be

treated equally if they are in like circumstances; social
inequalities are considered just to the extent that they
result in compensating benefits for the least advantaged
persons in society.

•

:

comprehensiveness all persons in
Canada are entitled to educational, health and social
services and social security on uniform terms and conditions in a manner which assures a range of choice and
maximizes respect for the individual.

•

quality services:

•

:

services are to be
based on best practices and a participatory approach to
their administration and improvement.

social dialogue governments should
take all necessary steps to encourage and facilitate extensive consultation with relevant social partners in the
development of social policies and programs.
These principles are excerpted from the CASW Social Policy
Principles. Full text is in Appendix 1.

section 1

Causes & Consequences
1 .1 d i s p a r i t y : f r o m t h e g l o b a l t o t h e l o c a l

–

what it means and why it matters
The disparity gap refers to the economic and social
distance between the richest and poorest households.
Definitions of disparity vary greatly. For the purposes
of this report, it is defined as including both social and
income inequalities. Social disparities include quality
of life measures such as freedom from violence and
leisure time. However, much of the discussion will
centre on income inequality, as it is the biggest driver
of social exclusion.7

measure these as negatives and account for inequality and many other indicators of well-being. In 2009,
France announced that prosperity would be measured
nationally by an index of well-being in addition to
GDP. This will include factors such as vacations, employment, health care and family relationships.

The discussion in this report takes place against an
important backdrop – the emerging definitions of
genuine wealth, well-being and happiness. It has become clear over the past two decades that economic
growth does not mean improved circumstances for all,
and that the ‘trickle down’ theory was wrong. There is
growing evidence that economic growth cannot be
used as a proxy for well-being. The limits to economic
growth as a measure include the fact that it tells us
nothing about how that wealth is distributed. Also,
economic growth measures things like poorer health
and environmental and social disasters as positives
because they generate economic activity.

There are a number of new measures emerging which
go beyond GDP. One such measure is the Gini coefficient, a standard measure of income inequality ratios.
However, inequality itself is only a small part of the
well-being picture. It still fails to account for quality of
life, including things like leisure, health, and income
security. Consequently, more comprehensive indices
emerged with the Human Development Index (HDI),
which grades countries internationally based on wellbeing indicators. Others include the Genuine Progress
Indicators (GPI) and the Happiness Index.

Alternative measures of growth have emerged that

16
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measuring well-being

The GPI, for example, adjusts GDP for factors such as
income distribution, adds factors such as the value of
household and volunteer work, subtracts factors such

as the costs of crime and pollution, and looks at measures such as leisure time. The Canadian Institute of
Wellbeing considers our standard of living, our health,
the quality of our environment, our education and
skill levels, the way we use our time, the vitality of our
communities, our participation in the democratic process, and the state of our arts, culture and recreation. 8
Canada has made significant steps forward in collecting data related to well-being and has a strong
set of organizations and individuals researching and
advocating for change at the Canadian Institute for
Wellbeing. Human Resources and Skills Development
Canada has begun reporting on a variety of indicators
of well-being on their website. The City of Edmonton
has begun measuring and reporting with GPI.

social determinants of
health
The other critical framework for discussing inequality
is the research on not only poverty, but inequality as
a key determinant of health. The social determinants
of health are the conditions in which people are born,
grow, live, work and age, including the health system.
These circumstances are shaped by the distribution of
money, power and resources at global, national and
local levels, which are themselves influenced by policy
choices.9

‘Social determinants
of health are about the
quantity and quality of a
variety of resources that a
society makes available to
its members.’

Responding to increasing concern about persisting
and widening inequities in health and income, the
World Health Organization (WHO) established the
Commission on Social Determinants of Health (CSDH)
in 2005 to provide advice on how to reduce them. The
WHO recognized the widening gap between rich and
poor countries and within those countries both in income and in health. In establishing their commission,
the WHO stated that “Health equity depends vitally
on the empowerment of individuals to challenge and
change the unfair and steeply graded distribution of
social resources to which everyone has equal claims
and rights. Inequity in power interacts across four
main dimensions – political, economic, social, and
cultural – together constituting a continuum along
which groups are, to varying degrees, excluded or
included.”10
Canadian researcher Dennis Raphael reinforces this in
his statement that “Social determinants of health are
about the quantity and quality of a variety of resources that a society makes available to its members.” 11 He
defines 12 key social determinants of health: Aboriginal status, early life, education, employment and
working conditions, food security, gender, health care
services, housing, income and its distribution, social
safety net, social exclusion, and unemployment and
employment security.
This report uses the genuine wealth and genuine
progress indices, as well as the social determinants of
health research, to inform the choice of trends to map.
These were built on by the symposia that were held in
the research process. At the symposia key issues were
identified and priorities chosen. Not all of the criteria
mentioned in those different indices could be included due to a lack of data in many areas.

rising inequality in
canada
The national picture is an important context for inequality in Alberta. Over the last 10 years Canada has
dropped from being amongst the top 30 countries
in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
ACSW SOCIAL POLICY FRAMEWORK 2010
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Development (OECD) to being fifth from bottom in
socio-economic equality, behind Turkey, South Korea,
Mexico and the United States.12  In terms of social
spending as a percentage of GDP, Canada again fell
into the bottom half of OECD countries.13  According
to the World Bank, the poorest 20 per cent of Canadians share only 7.2 per cent of the wealth.14 Although
Canada was among the top three OECD countries in
terms of robust economic growth between 1996 and
2006, wages among middle- and low- income earners
have stagnated or fallen. 15
In tandem with stagnating wages and growing
inequality, Canada is being profoundly reshaped.16
The population is aging and fertility rates are at 1.5 –
below replacement rate of 2.1 – and expected to fall to
1.1 by 2030. Canada is now among the top countries
for ethnic diversity and over 77 per cent of population
growth is linked to those who are foreign-born. Canadian households are consequently being transformed.
Household size has shrunk, more women are heads of
households, higher incomes are needed to support a
family and there has been a significant loss of economies of scale.17

a |

a l b e r t a ’s d i s p a r i t y g a p

Economic growth has been extraordinary, but it has
been paralleled by rampant social and economic in-

equality and social exclusion, and declining well-being
for many. For the last 20 years Alberta’s economy has
exploded. Alberta has vast natural resources. This is
particularly fortunate for our province as, unlike all
other provinces, it does not have to create wealth
but only has to manage it. Alberta’s gross domestic
product (GDP) more than tripled between 1985 and
2009 from $66.8 billion to $291.7 billion. The most
dramatic increase occurred over the last decade, with
an increase in GDP of almost $174 billion.
For context, Table 1 shows the rapid economic growth
as measured by Gross Domestic Product (GDP).

Does a rising tide raise all boats?
This rampant economic growth did mean that in
2009 Alberta had both the highest median and mean
income in Canada, and that absolute poverty was
reduced. Many who did not have employment before
the boom were better off during it. However, this
report will show that for many of those who gained
employment, working has not been enough to break
out of poverty or ensure an adequate quality of life.
The dramatic rise in social assistance recipients and
food bank usage during the recession shows how precarious their positions were and that many are quickly
falling back into poverty. Finally, the report will show
that for middle-income Albertans the boom increased
pressures and actually reduced well-being. 18
There is no doubt that the top income levels in Alberta
have benefited disproportionately from the boom.
Table 2 reveals that, driven by excessive wealth at the
top end, the mean income in Alberta has risen much
faster than the median. The “median” refers to the
mark at which half the economic families earn more
and half earn less. In 2005 the median income was
$58,400. The middle third earned between $40,000
and $60,000, the bottom third earned less than
$39,000.
A clearer picture of what this inequality looks like is
seen when incomes are broken out. Next, we look at
how income is distributed accross households (see
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Figure 1). This figure shows that half of Alberta households have less then 20 per cent of total income. In
other words, over 80 per cent of incomes goes to the
top half of households  while one third goes to the top
10 per cent.  
Armine Yalnizyan’s 2007 study, “The Rich and the Rest
of Us,” found that, not only did incomes increase dramatically at the top, but those families worked fewer
hours while the opposite was true for middle-income
families.19  Where incomes did increase for middleincome Albertans, it was due to increased working
hours.
Figure 2 shows the ratio of households at the top end
of the income scale in Alberta compared to those in
the lower middle and bottom (those with earnings
below $40,000). What is seen is a significant rise in the
number of households in the top income bracket.
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‘The dramatic rise in social
assistance and food
bank usage during the
recession shows how
precarious their positions
were and that many are
quickly falling back into
poverty. ‘

the societal impacts
of disparity in alberta

The level of disparity in Alberta raises serious concerns
about the future of our society. Our social fabric is
threatened when economic growth does not benefit
all citizens. The social, economic and political effects
are well understood. Research by Richard Wilkinson
and Kake Picket shows the costs of inequality across
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society in the form of: deteriorating social relations,
increased incidences of mental health and drug abuse
problems, lower physical health and life expectancy,
obesity, lower educational performance, teenage
births and poverty traps, increased violence and incidences of imprisonment and punishment, and lower
social mobility causing unequal opportunities. 20

• Food bank usage rose 45 per cent between
1997 and 2009. In the month of March 2009,
53,976 individuals were assisted. The recession
has also has left its mark as the number of Albertans who could afford only one meal or less
per day, increased 90 per cent in 2008 over the
previous year. 25

Other studies of the impacts of disparity focus on disintegrating social cohesion. The signs of lower social
cohesion include rising crime rates, increased social
violence, greater class insulation, worse exclusion for
those at the bottom and a culture of excess among
the richest group.21 Absolute poverty has long been
linked with crime rates, but studies have shown that
relative poverty is also linked and even causally linked,
especially to violent crime. 22

• Alberta has the highest rates of family violence in the country and leads the country in
domestic assault, homicide-suicide and stalking.

Another aspect of disparity is political exclusion which
includes growing elitism, cynicism and distancing of
the majority from political processes and participation. According to the British Medical Journal, impaired functioning of representative democracy is one
of the spillover effects of inequality. 23

• Albertans ranked the lowest in the nation for
sense of belonging to their community. Only
63per cent  of Albertans reported a somewhat
or strong sense of belonging to their community
compared to a national average of 70 per cent.
Other provinces ranged up to 80per cent .

The effects of disparity have been very visible in
Alberta’s increasing numbers of homelessness, rising
rates of hunger, high rates of interpersonal violence
and low voter turnout. Alberta also measures poorly
compared to other provinces on a number of the
Canadian indicators of well-being including sense of
belonging to community, post-secondary enrolment,
leisure time and satisfaction with life, as reported by
Human Resources and Skills Development Canada
(HRSDC).

• University participation is very low in Alberta. Only 17 per cent of Albertans attend post
secondary education, compared to a national
average of 23 per cent. Other provinces range
up from 21 per cent to 28 per cent.

• Homelessness in Alberta has reached epidemic proportions. The numbers have risen across
large and small urban centres. For example, in
1992, when Calgary began its biennial homeless
count, there were 447 people without permanent shelter; by 2008 the number reached 3,436.
At the height of the boom homelessness grew.
Homelessness increased between 2006 and
2008 by 458 per cent in Calgary and 151per cent
in Edmonton. 24

• Political exclusion is evident in Alberta’s low
voter turnout. In the 2008 elections, only 41per
cent  of eligible voters actually voted. This was
the lowest turnout for a Canadian provincial
election in the past 50 years.

• Albertans have by far the lowest leisure time
in the nation. Albertans average five hours of
leisure compared to a national average of 5.55
hours. Other provinces range up to 5.9 hours.
This means that an Albertan has 200 hours less
of leisure in a year than the average Canadian.
HRSDC defines leisure time as the time free from
work, other commitments such as housework
and caring for others, and routine personal care
activities such as sleeping and eating.
• Albertans are second from the bottom in the
nation for satisfaction with life.
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Aboriginal population than the general population. 28

demographic trends
muddy the waters

• Alberta is more ethnically diverse than ever.
One in five Canadians is a newcomer, the highest proportion of immigrants in 75 years. Fully
79.8 per cent of Alberta’s newcomers originated
from countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America.
The majority of newcomers to Alberta are concentrated in Calgary (56.8 per cent) and Edmonton (31 per cent).

Like the rest of Canada and the other OECD countries,
Alberta is also confronted with demographic challenges connected to low fertility rates, high retirement
rates, increasing immigration and population diversity.
These trends, though not bad in themselves, have
important implications for the inequality picture. If
not considered adequately in planning, demographic
trends may exacerbate disparities, especially since Aboriginal peoples and newcomers tend to be disproportionately effected. These trends need to be considered
as a critical backdrop to any policy agenda.
Alberta is home to the highest proportion of immigrants in the country, fertility rates are moving
towards levels below the rate of replacement and
Alberta’s population is aging.
• While there was a spike in fertility rates early
in the 2000s in conjunction with the booming
economy, the overall trend in Alberta is similar
to the broader trend within Canada. The fertility
rate has continued over the last 20 years to fall
below the rate of replacement.26
• Elderly dependency in Alberta is expected
to more than double within 20 years from 15.5
per cent to 36.8 per cent.27  This has implications across social programs. It will increase the
number of disabled Albertans because over 40
per cent of people aged 65 and up have disabilities, and this climbs to over 53 per cent among
people aged 75 and over.
• Alberta’s Aboriginal population is expected
to increase and Alberta may overtake British
Columbia to have the second largest Aboriginal population, after Ontario. Between 2001
and 2017, Alberta’s Aboriginal population is
expected to grow by 39 per cent. The number
of children and youth is growing faster in the
22
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A new social policy agenda for Alberta must be prefaced on these changing population trends and ensure
that mechanisms are put in place to ensure that they
do not exacerbate inequalities.

d |

the hollowing-out of

a l b e r t a ’s e c o n o m y

In addition to the demographic trends, Alberta has
undergone a profound restructuring that also has
significance for a policy agenda on inequality. While
Alberta’s economy has been in overdrive for a decade,
growth has been limited to fewer and fewer sectors.
Agriculture has shrunk to 1.8 per cent of the province’s
GDP while manufacturing and forestry are at 7.3 per
cent of GDP compared to 30.8 per cent in the oil and
gas sector. 29 In 1986 there were 57,777 working farms
in Alberta, but by 2009 this number had fallen to 49,
431, with the highest percentage of job loss between
2001 and 2009 at 7.9 per cent .30  The forestry and
manufacturing sectors have also been bleeding jobs,
and 17 per cent of all workers in the manufacturing sector are now employed in the service sector.31  
New employment opportunities are more and more
concentrated in the service and trade sectors, which
account for 23% of job growth. Again, these trends
form a critical backdrop to the formation of a policy
agenda.

1 . 2 i t ’s a b o u t a l b e r t a n s : w h a t d i s p a r i t y l o o k s
like
This section of the report focuses on the economic
and social transformation of Alberta’s society over the
last 25 years as inequality has grown. It explores the
impacts on families at different income levels, family
status and employment status. It also explores the differential impacts for Alberta’s disadvantaged groups.
The trend has been towards downward pressure for
many Albertans struggling to stay in the “middle” and
exclusion for many from sharing in the good life (particularly for those caught in the “welfare trap”).
The following sections map the experiences of middle-income and low-income workers and those on social assistance. It shows how middle-income Albertans
are being squeezed. It also illustrates that the impact
of unequal distribution of wealth is felt particularly
strongly among those populations who are working
full-time, full-year but are still hovering around the
poverty line, and those vulnerable and marginalized
groups who remain trapped by inadequate income
support programs.
This social transformation is troubling: the middle
class is at increasing risk of collapsing into low income;
poverty is growing among those who work full-time,

full-year; marginalized and vulnerable populations
have been largely shut out; and this all happened during a period when Alberta experienced greater economic growth more quickly than any other jurisdiction
in Canada or the global north.
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pressure on middle income alber tans

One of the most troubling signs of the growing
disparity is increasing downward pressure on middleincome families. During the last 30 years the earnings
of middle-income families have stagnated. Statistics
Canada data shows that wages have not been keeping
pace with inflation, and between 2000 and 2005 real
(adjusted for inflation) wages in Alberta fell.32
Though wages have stagnated, incomes increased
slightly even after inflation. These incomes have improved not because the middle classes have gained a
greater share of the pie but because they are working
more hours.33
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There is more to this story than just stagnant incomes
and longer, more intense work weeks. Families in the
middle-income range carry increasingly high debt
loads and pay high out-of-pocket costs for critical
public services. Costs for childcare, transportation,
utilities, education, and recreation and leisure have
fallen heavily upon the middle classes. With less
disposable income and savings, Alberta’s middle class
continues to shrink.
• Between 1985 and 2003 the average household debt per Albertan increased from 55 per
cent to 110 per cent of real disposable income.34   
A large portion of this debt growth took place
between 1998 and 2006.
• Personal and small business bankruptcies
have more than doubled over the last 10 years.
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• The cost of living an average, middle-class life
increased by 134 per cent from 1985 to 2005.
• Disposable incomes have stagnated across
much of the past 20 years.35  In 1981 per capita
disposable income was $21, 263; in 2003 it
had risen only slightly to $21, 622 (in inflation
controlled dollars) even though the GDP grew
strongly at approximately 3.5 per cent annually
over the same period.
• Savings after expenditures for middle-income
earners in 1981 was 16.2 per cent or $3, 454
per person. By the end of the 1990s savings
rates had dropped to 4.7 per cent or $1, 033 per
person.
• Albertans pay some of the highest out-of-

pocket costs for services such as childcare,
health care, education, utilities, recreation and
vehicle insurance in the nation (see Figure 3).
Increased debt loads, stagnating incomes and increased out-of-pocket costs for services have put pressure on middle-income and low-income Albertans.
These Albertans have already experienced a decrease
in living standards over the last decade and are under
threat of continued decreases in standard of living
and diminished quality of life. Despite increased hours
of work and a significant increase in the intensity of
work, many in the middle-income deciles have little to
show for their hard work, except fewer hours to enjoy
with their families.
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work intensity means
l e s s t i m e f o r f a m i l y,
community and leisure

Part of the squeeze being felt by all families is the
increased number of hours worked. For many this is an
economic necessity while for others it is a job requirement. It has impacts across families and communities.
Part of the cause is less than livable wages and the
other piece is Alberta’s poor employment standards.
Workers in Alberta work an average of 1,880 hours per
year. This is the most in Canada and much higher than
many other developed economies. For comparison,
according to a 2006 OECD report, the average for the
top 15 OECD countries was 1,581 hours per year. This
means 300 less hours worked in a year than Albertans,
which amounts to 7.5 weeks less of work at a 40-hour
work week.
This difference is partially explained by the shorter
work week regulations across Europe. In Alberta the
maximum work week is set at 44 hours. This is a stark
contrast with the average agreed weekly working time
for the EU, which stands at 38.6 hours (according to
Eurofound’s European Industrial Relations Observatory). In 2000 France legislated the 35-hour work week

as a measure to address high levels of unemployment.
Today, annual hours worked per employee in France
are 8 per cent below the EU average and among the
lowest in the OECD area. Canadians work 17% more
than the French. 36
Another explanation for the difference in working
hours is the large difference in paid leaves and holidays. Figure 4 illustrates that Canada sits at a very
low level for vacation and holiday time (the United
States is zero because it has no federal requirement
for paid leaves). Alberta’s vacation minimum starts at
two weeks or 14 days, and there are nine paid holidays
per year. This vacation minimum increases to three
weeks after five years of employment. For contrast, the
average vacation in Europe is six weeks. The European
Union’s (EU) Working Time Directive (1993) sets the
minimum paid leave for all EU member countries at
four weeks or 20 days per year. Several EU member
countries require substantially more than the lower
limit established by the EU. France mandates 30 days
of paid annual leave; and Finland and Sweden, 25
days.
The same study shows that developed countries
outside of the EU also have generous minimum requirements for paid leave. In Europe, Norway requires
employers to provide 25 days of paid annual leave.
Workers in both Australia and New Zealand have four
weeks of paid leave and seven paid public holidays.
In contrast to Alberta’s nine paid holidays, Austrian,
Portuguese, and Italian laws require employers to give
13 paid public holidays in addition to paid leave. Spain
follows closely, guaranteeing 12 paid public holidays.
In addition to 20 days of paid annual leave; Belgium
requires 10 paid public holidays. 37
The effects of reduced work hours on families, communities and the health of the individual are clear. In
France the reduced work week has created jobs and
improved quality of life. Also, more leisure time has
meant that parents have the option of staying home
on Wednesdays when most French schools are closed.
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low-income workers
and the pover ty trap

Alberta’s low-income workers struggle to survive.
Full-time, year-round work is not enough to provide
income security, nor does it ensure one’s long-term
well-being. Alberta’s average inflation over the boom
years significantly exceeded the national average
(Alberta: 5 per cent vs. Canada: 2.2 per cent). For many
workers, increases were barely enough to cover these
high costs of inflation and often not enough.
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This was especially the case for those working for
minimum wages which were not indexed to inflation during the boom and were only raised to $8.80
in 2007. This does not provide a sufficient income to
cover the basic cost of living. Though those rates were
briefly indexed to inflation, the government in 2010
decided to reverse this policy and not to give the costof-living increase – 12 cents per hour. With the enormous surge in GDP over the last 25 years, a person
working full-time, full-year at minimum wage should
be able to maintain a reasonable standard of living
and should not be living in poverty nor cycling on and
off social assistance.

Many of Alberta’s workers live in poverty. 38
• 47.1 per cent of people working full-time, fullyear at minimum wage are living at or below the
poverty line.
• Families that have one or both parents working full-time, full-year are still raising their
children in poverty. Of the 77,595 children in
poverty in Alberta, one-third have one or both
parents working.
• 63 per cent of families using food banks have
at least one adult working full-time, full-year.
• In 2008 it cost $773.94 to feed a family of four
each month. This was a 10 per cent rise in the
cost of a food basket over the previous year.
According to the Cost of Eating in Alberta 2008
report authored by Dietitans of Canada and the
Alberta Community/Public Health Nutritionists Committee, the combined cost of food,  
housing, transportation, and childcare leaves a
single mother with two children who is earning
minimum wage with a monthly debt exceeding
$600. 39
• Contingent, precarious and contract work has
risen notably within the service sector, from 8.3
per cent as a percentage of GDP in 1985 to 13.3
per cent as a percentage of GDP in 2008.40  The
majority of full-time, full-year workers living in
poverty are working several part-time jobs that
are precarious, temporary and without security
or benefits.
• Just over 31 per cent of full-time, full-year
workers at minimum wage cycle on and off
social assistance.
• Both the food banks and homeless shelters
have consistently reported increasing numbers
of employed Albertans seeking their services
including families.

This trend towards increasing numbers of working
poor is a reflection of dramatic changes in the labour
market. The percentage of full-time, year-round jobs
fell sharply over the last 20 years and has continued
the downward trajectory. Translating these rates into
the numbers of people living on low-incomes means
that in 2008 more than 600,000 Albertans working
full-time, full-year lived below the low income cutoff.41 With wages not keeping pace with inflation, the
outlook for low-income workers is not bright.
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the state of social
assistance

Nowhere is economic and social exclusion felt more
powerfully than by those who depend on income
support programs. Alberta’s income support programs
consist of a cacophony of programs, benefits and
subsidies. These programs are delivered in a variety of
ways:
• through the tax and transfer system;
• contributory vs. non-contributory;
• monthly, quarterly, yearly, etc.;
• based on previous year’s income;
• cash vs. in-kind benefits;
• indexed vs. non-indexed;
• stigmatized vs. non-stigmatized; and
• monitored vs. not-monitored.
The programs and delivery systems are complex.
Each has a different set of requirements and eligibility
criteria. These programs fall under numerous administrations. Beyond raising rates for Assured Income
for Severely Disabled (AISH) and indexing benefits to
inflation in 2003, the government has shown no indication, nor political will, to restore benefit levels and
community-based support to pre-1994 levels when
then-premier Ralph Klein slashed public services by 21
per cent.
ACSW SOCIAL POLICY FRAMEWORK 2010
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• Support rates remain among the lowest in
the country. For example, single parent, one
child (expected to work): $732; not expected to
work: $864; learner: $1,196; couple, two children
expected to work: $1,050; not expected to work:
$1,182; learner: $1,482.42
• Alberta has the lowest social assistance rates
for lone-parent families and single employable
adults in Canada.43
• Social assistance rates have not been indexed
to Alberta’s high inflation rates and have been
eroded (see Figure 5).
• Portions of the National Child Benefit are
clawed back and asset levels allowed at application are well below the Canadian average.
The recession left its mark in increased caseloads.
Though the numbers have fluctuated from post-war
highs in the 1980s to the lowest numbers in Alberta’s
history in the early to mid-1990s, the number of
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income support cases has begun to increase over the
last three years. This suggests that a segment of the
population was not able to sufficiently insulate themselves with secure employment and savings during
the boom to carry them through the recent recession. Increased caseloads also point to the weakened
employment insurance programs as the EI coverage
of contributors to the plan has decreased to the point
that less than 30 per cent are eligible in many areas.
According to Alberta Immigration and Employment:
• The number of cases in July 2009 (35,617)
was the highest level observed since August
1997 where there were 37,915 cases. The July
caseload was up 32.9% from what was observed
in October 2008.
• In July 2009, a little over half or 62.2 per cent
of the caseload was identified as Albertans
who were expected to work. Of these people,
14.6 per cent were working, 42.9 per cent were
not working and 42.5 per cent were temporarily
unavailable for work. 44
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some groups are more
unequal than others

Further, the social impact of economic inequality is
felt unevenly. As mentioned earlier, the lives of families with children, women, newcomers and Aboriginal
peoples are affected disproportionately compared to
other population segments. 45
• 54 per cent of Aboriginals, 43 per cent of
seniors, and 64 per cent of families headed by
single mothers live in poverty.
• Lone parents, Aboriginal families and newcomers in Alberta live in deeper and a more
persistent state of poverty than in any other
province in Canada.
• The unemployment rate for Aboriginals is almost three times that of the general population.
• The unemployment rate for newcomers is
almost double the general population.
• Women also face greater barriers to employment than men through lack of quality childcare, lack of access to training and skills-development programs and discriminatory wage
ceilings. Women continue to earn 72 cents of the
male dollar.
• Disparity in Alberta is most extreme for Alberta’s Aboriginal peoples: income disparities
are severe (Aboriginal incomes at two thirds the
average income for men and one half for women); levels of unemployment are double and
even triple the average; Aboriginal children are
very over-represented in children in care; there
is disproportionate representation of Aboriginal
people at all stages of the justice system, both
as victims and offenders; levels of educational
attainment are much lower; health outcomes are
much poorer; housing quality is lower; and there
is less food security.
ACSW SOCIAL POLICY FRAMEWORK 2010
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1 .3 h o w w e g o t h e r e : c a u s e s o f d i s p a r i t y

In the early 1990s, in the context of globalization and
economic restructuring, Alberta adopted an economic
model and a policy framework that was based on neoliberal values such as individualism and marketization.
Consequently, the government adopted a business
model for policy making. The result of this ideological
approach has been a profound transformation of social and political practices in Alberta. That is, the adoption of this ideology dramatically reduced the government’s role in income distribution and widened social
and economic disparities. Its key features include:
a.

Tax cuts

b.

Stalled social spending

c.
Shifting from a culture of labour protections to employment promotion
d. Downloading of public services and shift to
a contract culture

30

e.

Poor resource management

f.

Corporate excess
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the tax cut agenda

A mainstay for the Alberta government in the past decade has been the low tax agenda. The importance of
this agenda led to low taxes becoming defined as ‘The
Alberta Advantage.’ The short-sighted use of natural
resource wealth to fund public services has allowed
for taxes to be reduced to unsustainably low levels.
This low tax agenda included the following elements:
• Flat Tax: Abandoning progressive taxes in
favour of the ‘flat’ 10 per cent across-the-board
tax in 2001.
• Low Corporate Taxes: In 2001 Ralph Klein committed to reducing corporate tax rates from 11.5
per cent to 8 per cent. In 2009 the rate sat at 10
per cent, the lowest in the nation (see Table 4).
• Low Taxes in many areas: Low alcohol and
gasoline taxes, no sales tax and no tax on financial institutions.

• Reliance on Gambling Revenues: Alberta has
increasingly relied on gambling revenues to
fund core programs and public service delivery.
This includes funding for critical public services
such as preschools and community recreation
facilities.
• Low Royalty Rates: According to the Alberta
government’s royalty review panel in 2007, the
government was collecting approximately half
of the revenues that it could be collecting in
resource rents. 46
As a consequence, in 2009 Alberta was the lowest tax
jurisdiction by far in Canada and one of the lowest
tax environments in North America. Alberta’s taxes
are far below those of other provinces (see Table 4).
British Columbia is the next lowest province for taxes
but collects approximately $10.7 billion more per year
than Alberta. Using resource revenues to fund current expenditures and lower taxes has prevented the
province from investing for the future and placed all
Albertans in a precarious position.

The government’s shift to a flat rate tax (FRT) has
undermined a reliable and equitable citizen contributory revenue stream. It has meant incredible volatility
in revenues and unstable funding and spending levels
for social services. Most importantly, it has exacerbated inequalities. The flat tax was a transfer of wealth
to high income Albertans. Middle income Albertans
actually pay more tax than most other provinces while
the top income bracket pays by far the lowest taxes in
the nation (See Figure 6).

b |

stalled social
spending

Social spending is not always tied to inequality, but
in Alberta it is a critical piece of the puzzle. Places like
Japan have lower inequality with lower social spending because workplace salaries are tightly controlled
and disparity in earned incomes strictly limited. The
opposite is the case in Alberta, meaning that social
spending is a critical tool for redistributing income
and reducing disparities.
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Public spending in Alberta is a topic that causes
heated debates and an aggressive social agenda will
beg the question of affordability. Due to the suppression of taxes and low royalty collection, the government has chosen to limit its revenue options and focus
the debates entirely on spending levels tied to oil and
gas price fluctuations. It is important to both shift this
debate back to one of appropriate revenue levels and
to contextualize Alberta’s social program spending
compared to other jurisdictions. Alberta is not the big
spender we are made out to be.

in Alberta has already been discussed in this report, as
has the rise in GDP.

For it to be meaningful, discussion about spending
needs to be had in the context of population, inflation and income. As population grows, so too should
spending. As inflation eats the value of a dollar, spending will need to rise to keep programs from being
eroded. And as our income rises, so should our spending. The high pace of inflation and population growth

This section will compare Alberta’s spending to that of
other jurisdictions on the basis of constant (inflationcontrolled) dollars per capita to ensure we are comparing apples to apples. It will also look at spending
relative to our economy as measured by GDP.
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It is also helpful to look at Alberta’s economic and
population growth and social spending in the broader
Canadian context. In the last decade Alberta’s population has grown by 23.7 per cent compared to 10.5 per
cent in Canada, Alberta’s labour force grew by 33.3 per
cent compared to 21.9 per cent in the rest of the country, and Alberta’s GDP grew by 38.8 per cent compared
to 33.8 per cent in Canada. 47

spending in real dollars
per person
A University of Alberta study of Alberta’s spending on
a per capita basis dispels the myth of ‘out of control
spending.’ 48 Accordingly, when comparing total government expenditures per capita between provinces,
Alberta ranks somewhere in the middle of the pack
at $12,799, compared to highs of $13,427 per person
in Newfoundland & Labrador and lows of $10,873 per
person in BC. According to the same study, when one
drills down further to look just at social spending, on
average over the last decade Alberta ranks fifth out
of the 10 provinces. Broken down, this reflects total
spending in education at second amongst provinces,
total spending on health at eighth, and total spending
on social assistance programs at sixth out of 10.

spending relative to
income
Social spending as a percentage of GDP is used as a
measure of the extent to which the government is

assuming responsibility for supporting the standard of
living of disadvantaged and vulnerable groups. 49 It is
equally an important measure of spending affordability as GDP indicates income potential.
As mentioned earlier, Alberta has experienced phenomenal economic growth, with GDP more than
tripling between 1985 and 2009. However, government spending has not grown proportionately. In fact,
as a percentage of GDP total spending of combined
provincial and municipal governments in Alberta fell
from a high of 21 per cent in 1991-1993 to only 13.4
per cent in 2007 (See Figure 7). 50 For comparison, the
OECD average was 21 per cent, while at the top end
Sweden and France spend 29 per cent.
Spending on social programs has also not increased
significantly as a portion of total government spending. In 1985 the Alberta government spent 3.6 per
cent each on health and education and 7.8 per cent on
all other social programs. In 2005 government spending on health and education had inched up to 4.0 per
cent and 8.9 per cent on all other social programs,
while it decreased marginally to 3.5 per cent on education.51
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What this data tells us is that a very small percentage
of Alberta’s GDP goes to social services and programs.
As researcher Greg Flanagan notes, “our public sector is extremely well off financially, with large annual
surpluses until 2009-10 and with large accumulated
financial resources.”  52 We have the financial space to
provide more fully for all Albertans and to share the
wealth more fairly.

approach to labour markets has resulted in a collapse
of protective measures for workers, wages that do
not keep pace with inflation and an intensification of
a person’s work week. These policies have resulted in
the following changes:
• Alberta’s overall unionization is estimated at
23.9 per cent compared with 29.7 per cent for
Canada. It is the public sector (public administration, education and health) that makes up the
bulk of this rate.

Public expenditures, as noted above, have failed to
keep pace with Alberta’s growing population and
diverse needs. As a result, social infrastructure is
inadequate. Waiting lists for social housing extend, in
some cases, upwards of eight years. Affordable, quality
childcare spaces have not met demand and the cost
of public leisure and culture facilities have left many
on the sidelines. 53 Also, seniors are languishing in
hospital beds instead of long-term care homes due to
a shortage of appropriate beds, university tuitions are
amongst the highest in the nation and enrolment in
post-secondary is amongst the lowest, class sizes for
K-12 are not meeting targets and investment is not
being made in early learning programs. A new generation of Albertans is coming of voting age, one that has
not known a society without user fees for recreation
programs or prenatal classes and for whom food
banks and homeless shelters are the norm.

c

|

• Low minimum wage rates that do not keep
pace with inflation.
• Lack of living wage policies.
• Poor employer accountability measures.
• The government has refused to demand that
businesses make greater contributions to distribution of wealth through increased business tax
and business provided benefits.
• Discriminatory hiring practices as evidenced
in low hire rates of disabled, minorities and Aboriginal peoples in comparison to their percentage of working population. 55

labour markets

A study of inequality trends in OECD countries found
that the most important factor in equality was trade
union membership. 54 On this front, Alberta compares poorly. Over the past two decades, the Alberta
government has deliberately undermined the rights of
workers in collective bargaining and excluded temporary foreign workers from access to social goods enjoyed by all other workers in Alberta. Alberta has the
lowest rate of unionization in Canada (See Figure 8).
Over the 1990s the government switched from a
focus on creating good jobs and protecting workers
from the vagaries of the markets to an emphasis on
employment strategies aimed at getting everyone
into the labour market as quickly as possible. This

34

• Weak employment standards.
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• As noted in a recent review of the Labour Market Development Agreement, training and skillsbuilding programs that fail to prepare persons
for stable labour force attachment. 56

d |

downloading of
public ser vices

The downsizing of government meant that many public service functions were offloaded to the voluntary or
community sector. This created both an insecure and
competitive environment as the sector was trans-

formed into a “contract culture.” Community Service
Agencies report the following.
• Government contracting of public service provision passed deep cuts in social expenditures
to the community sector. Community service
providers were expected to do more with less.
• Offloading social responsibilities without
stable and adequate funding but increased accountability measures through adoption of New
Public Management (NPM) guidelines increased
administrative burdens.
• While the state gets services cheaper, the
community is severely constrained by limited resources and increased hierarchy, as it is required
to continually adjust to less government leadership but more political control. 57

e |

poor resource
management

The combined forces of a smaller government and a
low tax agenda have led to poor resource management. The government of Alberta has not been a
responsible nor good steward of the province’s vast
natural wealth. It has developed policies that have
exposed Albertans to the vulnerability to booms and
busts and failed to ensure social or environmental
sustainability.
• The government has neglected to put policies
in place that maximize returns from Alberta’s
fossil fuels.
• The government has neglected to put into
place a long-term plan for using the resources to
guarantee a future for the province.
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• The majority of profits are going to foreign
shareholders, not Albertans.
• The government has failed to pace development, leading to overheated economy, exacerbating booms and busts, and leaving Albertans
to bear the impact. Albertans have been impacted both by the inflation and the booming
population. The results have included housing
bubbles, escalation in costs for goods and services, and reduced access to social services and
infrastructure.
The reduced taxes, smaller government and low royalty rates have privileged the domination of a culture
of corporate excess. This is especially the case in Alberta’s oil and gas sector. Figure 9 shows the dramatic
increase in corporate profits in the energy sector over
the early years of the boom.
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section 2

Solutions
2.1 c l o s i n g t h e g a p

:

a new social policy mix

The first section of this report illustrated 20 years of
government reducing investments in the public sector, introducing tax structures that privilege corporations and the wealthiest among us, and undermining
labour rights. The report also documents how this has
led to an unprecedented increase in income inequality
and social exclusion. This policy orientation has put
Alberta’s working poor and middle-income families
under extreme economic and familial pressures while
the vulnerable and disadvantaged are left even further
behind. People of colour, newcomers, people with
disabilities, women and especially Alberta’s Aboriginal
peoples have suffered the highest levels of economic
and social exclusion.

Political decisions taken in the early 1990s to shift to
a market approach exposed Albertans to economic
insecurity and social vulnerability.   Even more, the cost
of free markets is a shrinking middle class, deepening
poverty and communities fractured by crime, violence
and family breakdown.
These trends are being exacerbated by demographic
shifts including low birth rates, high retirement rates,
increasing immigration and population diversity.
These shifts have been paralleled by a profound hollowing out of Alberta’s rural communities and industrialization of agriculture.

It is time for the government of Alberta to recognize
the broader consequences of concentrating its efforts
at supporting the wealthiest 10 per cent of the population and to take concerted steps to ensure that all
Albertans benefit from the province’s wealth. Alberta
is falling behind. Other advanced industrial countries
and many provinces within Canada have moved ahead
with dedicated policy actions that address inequality
and poverty.
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2 .2 a n e w v i s i o n i s n e e d e d

Alberta needs a new policy paradigm, one that aligns
with the social work principles embodied in the Canadian Association of Social Work (CASW 2005) Code
of Ethics and the Social Policy Principles.    The need for
a new policy agenda follows from Value 2 ‘Pursuit of
Social Justice:’ the commitment to promote social
fairness and the equitable distribution of resources,
and act to reduce barriers and expand choice for all
persons, with special regard for those who are marginalized, disadvantaged, vulnerable and/or have excep-

that vision possible. The vision in Part 1 includes
recommendations by the ACSW in the following key
areas: strengthening community services, supporting a healthy middle class, better quality of life for all
Albertans, investing in housing affordability, ensuring
dignity and an adequate income for the most vulnerable and protecting workers. Part 2 includes recommendations in the following areas: a new leadership
role for government and progressive tax reform.

tional needs.

The following includes a set of policy recommendations being put forward by the ACSW.

This policy agenda proposes a new direction, using
the framework of demographic trends and genuine wealth indictors as objective criteria for setting
program and spending targets. Key elements of the
new policy mix include the development of new
programs that directly redistribute income, renewed
investments in social infrastructure and communities,
improved protections for workers and a renewed role
for government.
The agenda is broken into two main sections: A new
vision for Albertans and Governance reform to make
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2.3 re c o m m e n d a t i o n s

I	

strengthening
community ser vices

It is essential that the government enter into a new
trust-based relationship with community service
providers. Community agencies report that chronic
under-funding, lack of stability in funding and administrative burden have eroded the ability of many
community organizations to meet the demand for services. This has been accompanied by a shift of service
delivery from the public to the private sector, placing
a disproportionate burden for social well-being and
community integration on a weakened Third Sector.
This policy agenda recommends a shift away from the
business approach to one based on core service delivery. It aims to replace the reliance on generosity and
charity with an approach based on rights that better
aligns with the Social Work Principles.
Recommendation 1: That the government of
Alberta develop a more inclusive and supportive
attitude toward community service providers with

increased, longer-term funding and staff compensation levels comparable to the public sector.
• Establish increased long-term, stable funding
for community-based program development
and delivery;
• Adequately fund for and require that all government-funded agencies provide pay, benefits
and working conditions at least equivalent to
the level government employees would receive
for doing equivalent work. These workers should
also have the same or better academic and
other training and professional qualifications
requirements as workers directly employed by
government.
• Strengthen funding and support for local
program innovation and collaboration through
community-based research, development and
communication activities. This allows for greater
sensitivity to the diversity of community needs,
community participation and sense of ownership over solution-building.
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• Work more closely with community agencies
to ensure that accountability for program implementation and results is based on appropriate
indicators and methods of data collection.
• Build on and expand initiatives to create
community hubs for programs and services.
This model includes concentrating program
and service delivery for a variety of groups at a
central location such as the school. These hubs
should include farmers markets, with the goal
of both increasing food security and supporting
local farm communities. Ontario is an example
where this has been implemented, with policies
and designated funding for community hub
development.

II

a better quality of
life for all alber tans

The incomes of middle and low-income families have
stagnated over the last 30 years. These families carry
increasingly high debt loads and pay high out-ofpocket costs for critical public services. These families
also bear the brunt of the erosion of social infrastructure, including public health care, education, utilities and community supports. With less disposable
income and savings, Alberta’s middle class continues
to shrink.58
What is needed is a renewed commitment to universal
access to programs paid through progressive taxes.
High quality early childhood education and care
(ECEC), primary and secondary education, and comprehensive health care should be available to all as
universal public programs. This returns Alberta to the
core Canadian principles of access based on need, not
ability to pay.
Recommendation 2: That the government of
Alberta provide greater support to improve the
quality of life for all Albertans. This includes increased spending and program expansion related
to culture and leisure products, childcare and early
40
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learning, education, health care and regulation
related to working hours.

culture and leisure
• Increase spending in community grants to
fund culture and recreation programs.
• Expand public sector recreation, leisure and
cultural activities. Models include free programs
for preschoolers in public libraries and subsidized recreation access for those with lowincomes. These types of programs need to be
expanded, with access for all.
• Introduce a shorter work week for Alberta
and increase vacation leave minimum to move
towards the European Union standards – a 38.6hour work week and 20 days of paid vacation
plus existing paid public holidays.

early childhood
education and care

(ecec)
• Fulfill commitment to create new high quality
child care spaces. The number of spaces should
meet demand, the services should be non-profit
and these should be provided at $7 per day as is
policy in Quebec.
• Fund universal public early education and intervention programs for preschool based on the
public school model. The cost of these services
should be provided from income tax revenues
and early childcare workers should receive salaries and benefits on scale with those received by
public/separate elementary school teachers.
• Expand publicly funded junior and senior
kindergarten to all communities with free before
and after school programs in all communities aa
well as free healthy lunch and milk programs.

• Implement an early learning plan similar to
that recently instituted in Ontario, which incorporates programs such as enhanced parental
leaves and comprehensive Family Learning
Centres.59
• Expand monitoring and support of care of
infants and very young children as well as supports to their parents to ensure that infants
experiencing ECEC at home or other alternatives
to the public system experience high quality
levels of care and education.
• All publicly funded education programs for
children under 12 years of age should have
extended care options to provide full-day care
to permit parents to work full-time and have
time on each end of their work day to take their
children to and pick them up from their education centre.

education
• Phase in increased core funding to reduce
tuition fees for post-secondary and training
across all programs to levels competitive with
those in the European Union, where the average
is $1,000 per semester. 60
• Immediately reinstate and expand the student grant programs cut in the 2010 budget.
Phase in a universal guaranteed annual income
to provide full-time post-secondary students
living stipends equivalent to the cost of dormitory residence fees, plus tuition for four years of
post-secondary education contingent upon the
student maintaining satisfactory performance in
their chosen area of study/training.
• Ensure funding for ECEC to Grade 12 and
post-secondary education continues to increase
proportionate to population and inflation.
• Ensure adequate funding to meet group/class
size targets for all ECEC programs and schools

through Grade 12.
• Increase funding for learning assessments and
supports such that parents are not faced with
fees, nor are children left without assessments
and supports due to a lack of resources.

health care
• Invest in increased community-based health
services to ensure that Aboriginal families do
not have to move far from home to find the
services they need.
• Implement the recommendations in the Unicef report “Aboriginal Children’s Health,”
including passing legislation to implement the
Jordan’s principle – no Aboriginal child will be
left behind during disputes about who will pay
for services that other Canadian children receive
without question.
• Ensure investments in health care increase
proportionate to population growth, inflation
and increased costs related to population ageing.
• Reverse decisions to de-list chiropractic, massage, physiotherapy, vision and other services,
and eliminate user fees such as ambulance fees.
• Fund adequate public long-term care beds for
seniors, as well as expanded home care services
and continuing care. Ensure long-term plans to
increase these services to address the ageing
population.
• Increase funding for public and communitybased mental health services while maintaining
adequate numbers of short-term and long-term
psychiatric hospital beds. Increase funding for
services to address the geriatric mental health
needs of an ageing population.
• Increase spending on public and preventaACSW SOCIAL POLICY FRAMEWORK 2010
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tive health programs and services including the
social determinants of health.

utilities,
transportation and

Recommendation 3: That the government of Alberta fulfill promises to address shortfalls in social
housing stock, quality of existing stock and housing affordability.

housing

other services
• The government should make home heating
and electricity costs affordable through re-regulation and set target rates based on Canadian
averages. This service should be funded through
progressive income taxes. Ensure that any rates
applied to encourage conservation include programs to compensate low-income Albertans for
reasonable usages.

• Fulfill promise to eradicate homelessness by
2019 by complying with commitment of $3.3
billion in spending and building the necessary
8,000 new housing units.61

• Increase funding to municipalities for public
water and sewage infrastructure to ensure that
these systems are majority funded through progressive taxes, rather than user fees. Ensure that
any rates applied to encourage conservation
include programs to compensate low-income
Albertans for reasonable usages.

• Provincial legislation should require that all
new multiunit housing developments contain at
least 10 per cent affordable housing and complete replacement of any affordable housing
demolished in the process of constructing new
developments of any kind.

• Set new rate targets for automobile insurance
in Alberta based on the national average, and
review current regulation and private delivery
system compared to public delivery model in
other provinces.

III

investing in housing
affordability

Housing policies and programs that ensure dignified
living and working environments are powerful policy
instruments for supporting a healthier work-life balance for families and improving the quality of life for
all Albertans. Safe and affordable housing creates a
more positive feeling of neighbourhood and contributes in important ways to community cohesion and
security.
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• Affordable housing should be integrated into
all housing developments that are reasonably
well served by public transit.

• Alberta should subsidize the construction of
new affordable housing rental units in multipleunit developments with life-of-the-structure
agreements to ensure that subsidized units
remain affordable housing.
• Affordable units should not be visibly distinguishable from other units and should be
provided for both ownership and rental markets.
Two successful private models for low-income
home ownership are Habitat for Humanity and
Options for Homes.
• Improve articulation between housing
programs and other programs such as income
support, employment help, and addiction and
mental health treatment.
• Increase public funding to expedite maintenance and retrofitting of existing housing stock
to reduce utilities costs for tenants.

• Institute rent controls and work towards
ensuring that there is enough publicly owned or
publicly subsidized housing that rent gouging is
effectively prevented.
• Increase subsidies for seniors’ housing and
supportive living so that more elderly and disabled Albertans can continue to live in their own
homes and communities.

iv

ensuring dignity and
an adequate income
for the most
vulnerable

The social safety net has been shredded at the national and provincial level. Cuts to social assistance,
employment insurance and other government transfers have undermined the effectiveness of these
instruments in redistribution of income. According to
the Parliamentary Budget Office, the nation entered
the recession with these programs only half as large
as they were during the 1980-81 recession. Social
programs are also a complex patchwork that is difficult and expensive to administer and means many
fall through the cracks between programs. Renewed
investment in these programs is critical to reducing
inequality and poverty.
In many provinces within Canada, governments
have committed to poverty reduction strategies that
include targets and measures as an important step
towards addressing their disparity gaps.
For example, on December 13, 2002, the National Assembly of Quebec adopted Bill 112, “An Act to Combat
Poverty and Social Exclusion,” put into operation in
2004. Data shows that the number of people living on
low incomes in Quebec decreased subsequently. The
overall proportion of people living on low incomes
decreased from 19.3 per cent in 1997 to 11.6 per cent
in 2006.62

In 2006 Newfoundland & Labrador became the second
province in Canada to adopt a comprehensive poverty
reduction strategy. Newfoundland & Labrador was
keenly committed to addressing marginalized communities, particularly women, persons with disabilities,
Aboriginal Peoples and youth. The province’s policy
action included improved access and coordination
of services for those with low incomes, establishing a
stronger social safety net, improving earned incomes,
increasing emphasis on early childhood development
and creation of a better-educated society. By 2009 the
proportion of people living on low incomes had been
reduced from 12.2 per cent to 7.6 per cent.63
Ontario, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick and Manitoba
have followed suit and have begun to develop new
policies and programs and new interdepartmental
forums to address poverty, homelessness and economic disparity. Alberta must not be left behind. Many
other governments in Canada have modernized their
economic and social policy frameworks.
Recommendation 4: That the government of Alberta strengthen the province’s social safety net
through the development of programs that are
universal, accessible and delivered in a non-stigmatizing manner and that contribute to Albertans’
overall sense of well-being and social solidarity as
recommended in the 2001 MLA Review of LowIncome Programs.

guaranteed annual
income

(gai)

• The introduction of a livable guaranteed annual income, also known as a universal annual
income, would address problems of a complex
patchwork of targeted programs that are difficult and expensive to administer. It would also
reduce the risks of individuals falling through
the cracks. Finally, it would eliminate the stigma
that accompanies targeted programs, basing
supports instead on the concept of the right to
dignity and a decent income for all. This could
bring together programs for seniors, people
ACSW SOCIAL POLICY FRAMEWORK 2010
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with disabilities, unemployed workers and low
income workers.
• GAI will not entirely replace employment insurance because higher income earners should
have an additional cushion if they become
unemployed.
While working towards the goal of a universal guaranteed annual income, the following changes need to
be made to ensure dignity and adequate incomes for
Alberta’s vulnerable:

social assistance
Social assistance should be improved, including the
following:
• Fully fund social assistance and increase benefit levels to the poverty line and index rates to
inflation.
• Raise social assistance asset limits to $5,500
for a single person and $9,000 for a family.64
• Integrate services and programs throughout
the lifecycle. For example, the transition from
children with disabilities to adults with disabilities and from adults with disabilities to seniors
with disabilities.
• The application process for social supports
should be simplified, eligibility expanded and
wait-times shortened.65
• Implement an integrated provincial child tax
benefit for all low- and modest-income parents
that pays benefits outside the social assistance
system.66

v

protec ting workers

The loss of good jobs and labour market diversity has
lessened the financial security of all Albertans. Work-
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ing full-time, full-year is no longer enough to ensure
a reasonable standard of living and it has become impossible for those relying on income supports to manage a dignified existence. Aboriginal Peoples, persons
with disabilities, women, and newcomers are particularly disadvantaged in the current labour market.67
Treatment of immigrant, temporary and foreign workers runs especially counter to the social work principles of the right to basic needs, dignity and social
justice for all, as well as equal treatment and protection under the law. Workers without citizenship rights
whose status is tied to their employment are intensely
vulnerable to exploitation. Immigration is needed to
address declining fertility rates and Alberta’s policy
framework needs to be updated.
Recommendation 5: The ACSW recommends that
the government of Alberta immediately remove
barriers to employment and improve supports for
those transitioning to the labour market. It must
also provide more comprehensive protection and
assistance to those working full-time, full-year to
ensure an adequate standard of living.
• The government should institute a living wage
policy that accurately reflects the cost of living
in urban centres.68
• The government should strengthen enforcement of employment standards to protect the
rights of workers under the law. This must be accompanied by increased funding for the regulation and enforcement of those standards.
• The government should update and expand
employment standards to cover new forms of
work for all levels and abilities.
• A process needs to be put in place that expedites the recognition of foreign credentials,
and better supports immigrants while fulfilling
necessary accreditations and certifications in
their field.

• The temporary foreign worker program should
be abandoned in favour of full citizenship rights
and labour protections for foreigners working in Canada. Fast-tracking processes should
be improved for areas where there are skills
shortages. Employers should not be directly or
indirectly involved in immigration or citizenship
processes, with their role limited to identifying
skills shortages.
• The government needs to develop a set of indicators to monitor and eliminate discriminatory
practices in the labour market including: labour
force participation, unemployment, occupational composition and segregation, earnings and
wages, and wage differentials.
• The unionization rate should be increased
through revisions to the labour legislation to
better support organizing and certification. This
includes reinstituting card certification only and
eliminating signing fees in forming a union, as
well as legislating against the use of replacement workers during labour disputes.69
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2 .4 g o v e r n a n c e r e f o r m t o m a k e t h e v i s i o n
possible

I

democracy and good
governance

Government is the vehicle for all citizens and groups
to build the future we want. Alberta’s comparatively
low voter-turnout rate is an indicator of troubled
democracy. Reform would allow for all citizens to participate effectively in the democratic process. Redefining the role of government based on genuine wealth
indicators would also ensure accountability for the
broader public interest.
Recommendation 6: Alberta’s democratic processes
need to be overhauled to ensure they accurately
represent Alberta’s population diversity and distribution, and to ensure that the interests of vulnerable groups are adequately considered. A healthy
society welcomes citizen participation and encourages and supports citizen engagement.
• The province needs to adopt a proportional
representation electoral system to better reflect
Alberta’s urban expansion and population diversity.
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• The provincial government should establish
an independent body with representation from
Aboriginal, newcomers and women’s groups
similar to Newfoundland & Labrador’s Provincial
Advisory Council on the Status of Women and
Community Accounts Model to make recommendations, monitor social policy reforms and
to provide both a gender and Aboriginal lens to
the development of legislation.
• The government must see itself as the leader
of public stimulus. Social programs are Alberta’s
second largest employer after retail. Government jobs provide benefits and security especially to women who make up the majority of
employees.
• Government-funded entities must be adequately funded to and required to offer employment conditions equivalent to those enjoyed by
similar employees of government.
• The government needs to move away from
defining wealth as economic growth and implement a framework for measuring, tracking and

accountability based on genuine wealth.70
Elected officials are supposed to be accountable
to the public, so the government should implement an accountability and reporting system
based on well-being indices.
• Recognize the legacy of colonialism and
residential schools as well as continued systemic
discrimination on Alberta’s Aboriginal Peoples
and work with and increase funding for Aboriginals on and off reserve to expand culturally
appropriate, broad-based community supports.
Work with Aboriginal groups to set clear targets
for reduced disparity in employment, income,
food security, housing quality, literacy, educational attainment, health outcomes, self-determination and other quality of life indicators and
develop a well-funded policy agenda with clear
accountability for progress.

II

progressive revenue
reform

Taxes are the price of a civilized society. They are the
mechanism for pooling resources to provide services
and infrastructure more cheaply. The costs of the low
tax agenda in Alberta have been described in this
report. Not only has Alberta’s flat tax resulted in more
than $5 billion in lost revenue, but the low tax policy
has increased volatility and vulnerability in social
program budgets and placed a disproportionate burden on middle-income earners. Low corporate taxes
have meant corporations are not paying their share
for social and physical infrastructure from which they
benefit. This is particularly disconcerting considering
the record profits and gains that corporations have
accrued over the last 10 years.71
Tax revenue needs to be increased as a portion of
income. Public services and programs should be guaranteed stable long-term funding, backed by a solid
counter-cyclical plan for provincial budgeting. Spending decisions need to be tied to clear outcomes and
public priorities.

Recommendation 7: The government of Alberta
must re-establish the link between taxes and public services. Revenues should be returned to levels
that allow continued support commensurate with
changing demographics and inflation for public
goods like health care, education and social programs that Albertans feel are citizenship rights.
Reclaiming lost tax revenue means that spending can
be maintained on social programs like health care and
education. Alberta could collect an extra $10 billion
to $18 billion per year in taxes and still be competitive
with other provinces
Objective criteria need to be used to set spending
targets, therefore:
• The government must reinstate progressive
taxes, with increased progressivity at the top
end and brackets indexed to inflation.
• Corporate tax cuts should be reversed and
corporate taxes raised to the Canadian average.
Corporate taxes could be raised to 30 per cent
and still be globally competitive. This is the average in other western liberal democracies like
Great Britain and Australia.72
• Alberta should reinstate the liquor tax to accomplish the twin goals of reducing consumption and raising revenues of more than $180
million.
• Alberta should eliminate gambling revenues
from general revenues and instead fund arts and
culture, communities and early learning from
progressive taxes.
• The province must collect all natural resource
rents.
• Alberta should keep resource rents out of
general revenues, converting natural capital to
financial and other capital. This would create a
more diverse economy and a substantial savings account for the future as resources become
increasingly scarce.
ACSW SOCIAL POLICY FRAMEWORK 2010
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section 3

Conclusions
Alberta is at a crossroads.  We need a new vision of society, one that promotes social, political and economic
engagement at a community level. Alberta needs
to rebuild the foundation of collective commitment
and caring for each other that this province was built
on and was known for across the country. An ageing
population, decreasing fertility, increasing population
diversity and dwindling resources requires greater
understanding of what it will take to ensure economic
growth and social cohesion in the future. Improving
the condition of families in Alberta requires a multifaceted set of solutions. The policy goals are fourfold:
• Increase the quality of life for all Albertans by
increasing equality. 73
• Increase the share of wealth in middle- and
low-income families.
• Lower the cost to live and work in Alberta.
• Protect and build the province’s communal
assets.
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Above we have proposed a set of recommendations
to show the way forward.  In summary, they are as
follows.

1 |

building strong
communities

The relentless erosion of public service delivery has
increased the burden on community infrastructure
over the last 20 years, leaving many community-based
organizations without the resources and energy needed to meet the growing needs and diversity in their
neighbourhoods. Rebuilding community capacity
will require stable long-term funding and opportunities for the development of innovative programs that
reflect the particular composition of the community.

2 |

work-life balance:

The average Albertan’s work week is longer and
more intense than anywhere else in the country, yet

more and more Albertans are struggling to maintain
a middle-class life. Increased loss of good jobs and
secure benefits, and the rising cost of living have put
unreasonable demands on family life.
Measures are needed to correct growing imbalances
in the work-life relationship. These include greater
labour market regulation, supports for education,
health and recreation, and living income protection
for all Albertans. Reduced work weeks and increased
vacation time would also help Albertans to have more
leisure and family time.

3 |

addressing the crisis
in political leadership

Ensuring equitable distribution and social cohesion depends on an actively involved government. It
requires political leadership to show the way on tax reform, expansion of expenditures for public goods and
protection of our resources. The government can help
to ensure that our children’s future is bright through
better management and distribution of our wealth.
An important step in this direction is to change the
current first-past-the-post electoral system to a proportional election system in which every elector’s vote
would count toward deciding the makeup of the provincial legislature. Another step is making the government publicly accountable for reporting on well-being
indicators including inequality and leisure time.
This report has highlighted what it means to have
economic growth at the expense of social cohesion.
It suggests that a new development model is needed,
one where economic growth serves social goals and
results in a secure future for our children. This report
hopes to advance the debate on the demographic
and economic concerns facing Alberta and the policy
measures needed to meet those challenges.
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Appendix
canadian association of social workers

(casw)

social policy

principles

The Canadian Association of Social Workers has a long
history of commenting on and analyzing the social
policies of the federal government. In making such
comments, however, CASW, like any federation of
professional associations, is faced with two important
concerns. The first is the importance of having a set
of principles to guide current and future assessments
of federal social policy. The second is the need to link
social policy and social work practice. Without a common understanding and commitment to principles, it
is difficult to evaluate policy initiatives. Without linking social policy principles to practice, it is difficult for
CASW to represent social workers across the country.
This document, approved by the Board of Directors,
addresses both concerns.

established social policy
principles
There are some established social policy principles
with which most social workers are likely to be in
agreement. Three examples are the principles of the

Canada Health Act, the Caledon Institute of Social
Policy, and social work codes of practice.

1. Canada Health Act
The five principles of the Canada Health Act are a cornerstone of the health care system.The act, originally
passed unanimously by Parliament in 1984, affirms the
federal government’s commitment to basic principles
which are used to guide funding to the provinces and
territories. The principles are:
• Public administration: the administration of
the health care insurance plan of a province or
territory must be carried out on a non-profit
basis by a public authority.
• Comprehensiveness: all medically necessary
services provided by hospitals and doctors must
be insured.
• Universality: all insured persons in the province or territory must be entitled to public
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health insurance coverage on uniform terms and
conditions.
• Portability: coverage for insured services must
be maintained when an insured person moves
or travels within Canada or travels outside the
country.
• Accessibility: reasonable access by insured
persons to medically necessary hospital and
physician services must be unimpeded by financial or other barriers.

2. Caledon Institute of
Social Policy
The Caledon Institute has played an important role
in the development of the Canada Child Tax Benefit
and the National Child Benefit. Both measures have
significantly redirected the way in which families and
children are financially supported in the country. In
order to evaluate child benefit reform, the Caledon
Institute uses the following principles:
• Adequacy: maximum benefits for low-income
families to meet the cost of raising a child.
• Fairness: treating families equally if there are
in like circumstances; low-income working families should have the same child benefits as those
on welfare.
• Dignity and Independence: test incomes
anonymously through the tax system which applies to all Canadians, not just the poor.
• Simplification: rationalization of various child
benefits offered through the federal, provincial
and territorial governments.
• Anti-Poverty: reduction of the depth of poverty among low-income families.
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3. Social Work Codes of
Practice
Since its inception, the social work profession has
advocated social justice and social policy reform. That
tradition is reflected in the IFSW Declaration of Ethical
Principles of Social Work and the CASW Social Work
Code of Ethics (2005). The IFSW statement and the
CASW Code include two important principles, which
link social work practice to ‘person-in-environment’:
• Dignity and Respect: each individual has a
right to self-fulfillment to the extent that the
right does not encroach on the right of others.
Equality: each person shall be treated equally
without unfair discrimination on the basis of
disability, color, social class, race, religion, language, political beliefs, sex or sexual orientation.

advantage and limitations
of the above principles
The advantage of the above principles is that they provide an established base upon which CASW can draw
to enunciate its own social policy principles. Many, if
not all, of the principles reflect values and expectations which Canadians share and most are consonant
with the stated values of social workers as stipulated
in most codes of practice. Hence, several of them can
be incorporated into a list of social policy principles
for the association. There are, however, three limitations which need to be considered. The first is that
some of the principles have been developed for specific policies. Hence, while they may be appropriate for
some social programs, they may not be appropriate
for others. For example, the anti-poverty principle of
the Caledon Institute of Social Policy makes considerable sense when applied to child benefit legislation
but is not particularly relevant to health care or even
to some social services which are intended to prevent
rather than reduce poverty. Similarly, the portability
principle for health care has relevance to insured programs but is less relevant to other programs.

A second important limitation is that in none of the
principles is there a declared commitment to the
constitutional division of powers with respect to social
programs in Canada. This is particularly problematic
since some of the controversy about health, education and social services stems from federal intrusion
into provincial affairs. Unless the problem is addressed
in a manner which serves to correct the overlap, it is
difficult to hold governments accountable since one
level of government blames the other for inadequacies of funding.
In the CASW policy principles which follow, the
importance of adhering to a constitutional division
of powers is incorporated into the list. A third and
corollary limitation is that there is nothing in the
aforementioned principles to guide the delivery of
social programs. In some cases, it may be appropriate
for governments to deliver programs. In other cases,
governments may not be the best or most desirable
form of provision. This issue is addressed below by reference to the principle of subsidiarity, which is widely
acknowledged in Europe to deal with multiple levels
of service delivery.

casw social policy
principles
The following principles will be used by the Canadian
Association of Social Workers to guide the evaluation of federal social policy initiatives. Each of the
principles is accompanied by a short statement which
identifies the linkage to practice:
Dignity and Respect: Each individual has a right to
self-fulfillment to the extent that the right does not
encroach on the right of others. To that end, social
policy measures should intrude as little as possible
on the choices which individuals make to realize their
own personal life goals.
Implication for Practice: Commitment to the values of
acceptance, self-determination and respect for clients.

Equality: Because of the intrinsic worth of every
human being, each person shall be treated equally
without unfair discrimination on the basis of disability,
color, social class, race, religion, language, political
beliefs, sex or sexual orientation.
Implication for Practice: Affirmation of the importance
of equal opportunity for clients to realize their full
potential.
Equity: Individuals and families are to be treated
equally if they are in like circumstances; social inequalities are considered just to the extent that they result
in compensating benefits for the least advantaged
person in society.
Implication for Practice: Recognition of the need of affirmative action and targeting for some clients in order
to minimize social exclusion.
Comprehensiveness: All persons in Canada are entitled
to educational, health and social services and social
security on uniform terms and conditions in a manner which assures a range of choice and maximizes
respect for the individual.
Implications for Practice: Recognition that solidarity in
society is a fundamental basis of cooperation with and
among clients and significant others.
Quality Services: Services are to be based on best
practices and a participatory approach to their administration and improvement.
Implications for Practice: Empowerment of the client
through excellence in the workplace and involvement
of the client in administrative decision-making.
Constitutional Integrity: Social programs are to be
financed, regulated, and provided with full regard to
the jurisdictional responsibility and competence of
each level of government.
Implications for Practice: Recognition of the regional
and linguistic diversity of the country in the delivery
of social services to clients.
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Subsidiarity: Social programs are to be provided at the
lowest level of community possible unless it can be
shown that they can be more effectively provided by
higher levels of government.
Implications for Practice: Insuring that decisions and
the delivery of social services are made as close as
possible to the client.
Social Dialogue: Governments should take all necessary steps to encourage and facilitate extensive consultation with relative social partners in the development of social policies and programs.
Implications for Practice: Recognition of the right, and
obligation, of social workers to participate in professional and community associations in order to influence the development of social policies.
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