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77,595 children•	 –one in every ten–live in poverty in Canada’s wealthiest province.

One in six children in the City of Edmonton and one in eight children in the City of Calgary lives in poverty. However, poverty is •	
not limited to the major cities. One in ten children in Lethbridge and Medicine Hat also live in low income families.

A job is no longer a ticket out of poverty. 24,695 children living in poverty have one or both parents working full-time, full-year. •	
Four out of five (78%) low income children in Alberta live in families where at least one parent works part-time or part of the year.

Lone parents face particular challenges: almost two-thirds (65%) of low income children in Alberta live in lone parent households •	
in which their parent works either full-time or part-time.

Aboriginal children are more than twice as likely to live in poverty as other Alberta children. The data excludes First Nations •	
children living on-reserve who are not counted in low income surveys.

Recent immigrant and visible minority families experience higher unemployment rates placing them at greater risk of living in low •	
income.

Low income children in Alberta live in deeper poverty than children in other provinces.•	

Alberta’s living costs, especially for housing, are amongst the highest in Canada; this places additional burdens on low income •	
children and their families.

Child and Family Poverty in Alberta Can Be Significantly Reduced 

Albertans strongly favour reducing poverty. To make changes, committed and collaborative leadership that includes firm targets and 
timelines is required. Enhancing the child tax benefit, providing quality, affordable child care and early childhood development, and 
rewarding work through fairer wages, improved benefits and stronger earned tax credits would all help to relieve the economic burdens 
families face.

We Can Do Better

Child and Family Poverty in Alberta: Major Findings
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77,595 children—one in every ten—live in poverty in Canada’s wealthiest 
province. 
One in six Edmonton children and one in eight Calgary children lives in poverty.  However, poverty is 
not limited to the major cities.  One in ten children in Lethbridge and Medicine Hat also live in low 
income families. 

A job is no longer a ticket out of poverty.  Four out of five (78%) low income children in Alberta live in 
families where at least one parent works part-time or part of the year.   

Lone parents face particular challenges: almost two-thirds (65%) of low income children in Alberta live 
in lone parent households in which their parent works at least part-time or part-year. 

Aboriginal children are more than twice as likely to live in poverty as other Alberta children; and this 
excludes First Nations children living on-reserve who are not counted in low income surveys. 

Children in recent immigrant and visible minority families often face language barriers and 
discrimination placing them at greater risk. 

Low income children in Alberta live in deeper poverty than children in other provinces.   

Alberta’s living costs, especially for housing, are amongst the highest in Canada: this places additional 
burdens on low income children and their families. 

Child and family poverty in Alberta can be significantly reduced.   Leadership is 
required and a commitment to make changes with firm targets and timelines.  Enhancing the child tax 
benefit, providing quality, affordable child care and early childhood development, and rewarding work 
through fairer wages, improved benefits and stronger earned tax credits would all help to relieve the 
economic burdens families face.  

Child and Family Poverty in Alberta: Findings 

We Can Do Better. 
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2 We Can Do Better

In recent years, Alberta’s economy has been booming. Jobs 
are plentiful and the signs of prosperity are everywhere. After 
factoring out inflation, Alberta’s Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) has more than doubled in the past twenty years. As a 
result, the Alberta government has enjoyed successive  
multi-billion dollar budget surpluses.

Yet not all Alberta families are sharing in this prosperity. 
Poverty persists in the midst of plenty. Some of this poverty is 
easy to see, as evidenced by the growing number of Albertans 
who are homeless. This includes a growing number of families 
with children.

But for every homeless child, there are many more children 
who live in families with too little income to make ends meet. 
While these children are less visible, the challenges they face are 
just as real. It is these children and their families who use food 
banks and school lunch programs where they are available, or 
go hungry when they are not. It is these children who are more 
likely to live in overcrowded or unsafe housing, which, in turn, 
could put them at greater risk of involvement with children 
and youth services. And it is these children who are more likely 
to find it harder to learn at school, or to participate in school 
activities. The impacts of poverty are long-lasting and make it 
more difficult for them to succeed when they reach adulthood.

Alberta’s strong record of economic and employment growth 
has resulted in a child poverty rate somewhat lower than in 1989 
though still much higher than it should be. The 2006 federal 
Census found that 77,595 Alberta children under the age of 18 
years are living in low income after-tax.2 While at 10.3% Alberta 
had the second lowest child poverty rate among the Canadian 
provinces, this still leaves more than one in ten Alberta children 
living in economic poverty (see Chart 1).

It is not just the children in low income families who pay an 
unacceptably high price for living in poverty – we all do.

Child and Family Poverty Matters
Children who grow up in low income families typically do less 
well in school, earn lower incomes, and generate additional 
costs for the justice, health and social service systems. A recent 
American study found that child poverty directly cost the 
United States economy US $500 Billion per year, or the 
equivalent of nearly 4 percent of GDP.4 Another study done in 
the United Kingdom found the economic cost to that country 
of child poverty was at least 25 Billion British pounds per year 
($50 Billion Canadian), 17 Billion pounds of which accrued 
to the British treasury due to extra expenditure and foregone 
tax revenues.5 If we apply a similar calculation to Canada, a 
comparable yearly estimate of the economic cost of poverty 
would range from $50 to $100 Billion, and $5 to $10 Billion a 
year for Alberta. This is a high price to pay for something we 
can change.

Chart 1: 
Percentage of Persons Under 18 Years of Age in Low 
Income, by Province (2006)
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In 1989, the federal House of Commons unanimously adopted a 
resolution calling for the elimination of child poverty in Canada 
by the year 2000. This promise to Canadian children was clearly 
not achieved. Almost two decades later Canadian children and 
families continue to live in poverty.

What went wrong? Two things. First, there was a severe 
economic downturn in the early 1990s. Unemployment rose 
and the incomes of Canadian families went down. Second, 
the downturn led to a reduction in federal and provincial 
government revenues. As a result budget deficits grew.

The response of governments, both federal and provincial, was 
to tackle deficits through cuts to social programs. Eligibility 
was restricted and deep cuts were made in government income 
support programs such as social assistance and employment 
insurance. Affordable housing programs were eliminated 
altogether. These cuts had a direct and marked impact on low 
income children and families.

The combination of declining family incomes and cuts to 
government programs led to hundreds of thousands more 
children falling into poverty in the years following the adoption 
of the 1989 House of Commons resolution.

There has been a modest drop in child poverty in recent years 
due to improved economic conditions and some reinvestment 
in social programs. Chart 2 shows that nationally, child poverty 
rates are only now returning to the same levels they were in 1989.

It’s Time to Fulfill the Promise
As we approach the 20 year milestone from the date of the 
original promise the question Canadians and Albertans are asking 
is a simple one. What can we do better to end child poverty?

The results of a recent national opinion poll commissioned by 
the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives clearly show that 
Canadians (including Albertans) want their governments to do 
better in dealing with poverty. The survey shows that 84% of 
Albertans “would feel proud if the Premier took leadership on 
poverty reduction” and 79% said that governments should set 
concrete targets and timelines to reduce poverty.6

Chart 2: 
Child Poverty Rate, Canada, 1989 - 2006
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Child Poverty a Reality in All Communities

Parents of Most Children Living in Poverty Work

Child poverty rates in Alberta are highest in the cities of 
Edmonton and Calgary. But as Chart 3 shows, child poverty is a 
problem that affects the entire province.

Translating these rates into actual people, 28,750 children live 
in poverty in metro Edmonton (CMA) in 2006 (one in eight 
children). Disproportionately more of these children live inside 
City boundaries; with one in six children (a total of 25,010) 
living in a low income family. In 2006, 29,360 children live 
in poverty in metro Calgary (CMA), 28,420 of them within 
city boundaries. The City of Calgary fared slightly better than 
Edmonton in relative terms, with about one in eight Calgary 
children living in low income families.

Lethbridge and Medicine Hat have the highest child poverty 
rates among Alberta’s regional urban centres. One in ten children 
in those communities lives in a low income family, 2,315 
children in Lethbridge and 1,500 in Medicine Hat.

Red Deer has 1,430 children, Grande Prairie has 960 children 
and Wood Buffalo 685 children living in low income. Alberta’s 
regional cities have higher living costs than most medium sized 
cities in other provinces – thereby the full extent of poverty in 
these communities is not captured by these numbers.

In the past 15 years, the number of Albertans receiving social 
assistance has dropped at a much more rapid pace than poverty 
rates. Rather than being on income support, today most low 
income families with children are working.

However, for many low income families a job is no longer a 
ticket out of poverty.8 As shown on Chart 4, of the 77,595 
Alberta children under the age of 18 years living in low income, 
four in five children (78%) live in families in which at least 
one parent worked part-time or part of the year. Many of these 
parents worked either full-time for part of the year, or part-
time for the full year. One in three children (32%)—a total 
of 24,695—lived in families where one or both parents works 
full-time year-round. Conversely, only one in five children (22%) 
lived in families where no parent worked.2

Chart 3:  
Percentage of Persons Under 18 Years of Age in Low 
Income After Tax, by Census Region

Source: Statistics Canada 3
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Chart 4:  
Percentage of Children Under 18 Years of Age in Low 
Income Families, by Work Activity of Parents in 2005
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Despite the fact that more low income Alberta families than 
ever have jobs, most are not being rewarded for this work effort 
through an increase in their employment-related incomes. Many 
work for low pay in jobs with few or no employment benefits 
and little job security.

Market income includes earnings from wages and salaries, 
self-employment, and earnings from savings and investments. 
As Chart 5 shows, the market incomes of the poorest 10% of 
families with children went up only slightly by less than $5,000 
from the years 1994 to 2006. By contrast, the market incomes of 
the richest 10% of families with children increased by more than 
$107,000 in the same time period.

Incomes of Many Families Stagnant Despite Economic Boom

The picture brightens only slightly for low income families 
once government income transfers (such as child tax benefits 
and social assistance payments) are factored in. Chart 6 shows 
that the after-tax income of the poorest 10% of families with 
children went up a modest $8,600 from the years 1994 to 2006. 
Meanwhile, the after-tax incomes of the richest 10% of families 
with children went up by $81,700 during the same time period.

Chart 5:  
Annual Market Income of Families with Children, by 
Income Group, Alberta (Constant 2006 $)
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Chart 6:  
Annual After-Tax Income of Families with Children, by 
Income Group, Alberta (Constant 2006 $)
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Children living in certain family types are also much more 
likely to live in poverty. Female lone-parent families consistently 
experience higher low income rates than two-parent families.

Chart 7 shows that female lone-parent families have experienced 
improvement in their low income status since 1989. However, 
in recent years, one in three children in families headed by a lone 
female parent still live below the poverty line.

Children of Lone Parents More Likely to Live on Low Incomes
Just under half (45%) of low income children in Alberta live in 
families headed by a lone parent. As shown on Chart 8, two out 
of three low income children (65%) live in a family where the 
lone parent works either full-time or part-time. One in six (16%) 
live in a family where the lone parent worked full-time for the 
whole year.

Chart 7:  
Percentage of Families in Low Income by Family Type, 
Alberta, 1989 - 2006
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Chart 8:  
Number of Children Under 18 Years of Age in Low  
Income Lone Parent Families, by Work Activity of  
Parent, 2005
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Alberta’s Aboriginal population encompasses First Nations, 
Metis and Inuit peoples.

The Aboriginal population is growing faster and is much 
younger than the non-Aboriginal population. In 2006, Alberta’s 
Aboriginal population was 188,365, an increase of 17.1 per cent 
from five years earlier. This is about twice the rate of growth of 
the overall Alberta population.

In 2006, the median age of Albertans was 36 years, compared 
to a median age of 25 years for the Aboriginal population. 
The median age of Aboriginals living on First Nations is even 
younger at 21 years. Some Alberta First Nations have a median 
age below 18 years, which means the majority of their residents 
are children and youth.10

Racism and residential schools are a legacy Aboriginal people 
are still struggling to overcome. Aboriginal children are much 
more likely to live in poverty than non-Aboriginal children. As 
shown on Chart 9, one in three young Aboriginal children live 
in poverty, more than double the rate of young non-Aboriginal 
children. Poverty rates for young First Nations children living 
off-reserve are three times higher (45%).11 First Nations children 
living on-reserve are not counted in low income surveys.

Aboriginal Children More at Risk of Living in Poverty
Aboriginal people face barriers to employment and do not have 
the same opportunities to participate in the labour force as 
other Albertans. As a result, unemployment rates of Aboriginal 
Albertans are significantly higher than those of other Albertans, 
as shown on Chart 10. The problem of unemployment and lack 
of economic opportunity is particularly acute for those living on 
First Nations.

Supporting self-governing Aboriginal organizations to develop 
strategies for strengthening families, improving living conditions 
and reducing poverty are keys to building a better, healthier 
future. Economic development and job creation in First Nations 
communities is very important. Access to quality child care, 
educational opportunities, health care, housing and other 
services are as important to Aboriginal children as they are to all 
Alberta children.

Chart 9:  
Percentage of Aboriginal Children Under 6 Years of Age 
in Low Income Families (Before Tax), Alberta, 2006*
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Chart 10:  
Aboriginal Unemployment Rate, 2006
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Canada and Alberta have both benefitted tremendously from 
successive generations of immigrants who have settled here. A 
larger proportion of immigrants are of working age than those 
born in Canada. Their families also tend to have more children, 
benefitting a country with a declining birth rate.12

Due to hard work and a desire to succeed in their adopted 
country, on average, the earnings and incomes of immigrant 
families eventually catch up to and then surpass those of the 
Canadian born.13

However, despite being more highly educated and professionally 
qualified than ever, recent immigrants (those who’ve arrived 
within the past five years) are taking longer to catch up with 
other Canadians when it comes to their earnings and incomes.14

A recent Statistics Canada report noted the widening earnings 
gap between recent immigrants and Canadian-born workers 
during the past quarter century. For instance, in 1980, a recent 
male immigrant with a university degree made 77 cents for 
each dollar received by a Canadian-born male earner with a 
university degree. By 2005, the ratio had dropped to 48 cents. 
The corresponding numbers for recent female immigrants were 
59 cents and 43 cents, respectively.15

There is no Alberta information available yet on low income rates 
for recent immigrants. However, national census data for 2006 
shows that 34% of immigrants who moved to Canada in the 
prior two years live in poverty. 23% were still living in poverty 
after five years. It took more than twenty years for immigrant 
poverty rates to fall below those of the Canadian born.15

In recent decades, a growing percentage of immigrants have 
come from visible minority groups. For example, in Alberta the 
visible minority population increased by 38% between 2001 and 
2006, over three times faster than the increase in the province’s 
total population.16

According to the 2006 Census, Albertans who belonged to 
a visible minority group had an unemployment rate of 5.3% 
compared to a 4.1% rate for those who were not visible minority. 
They worked on average two weeks less per year than those not 
belonging to a visible minority.16

As shown on Chart 11, at 7.4%, the unemployment rate for 
recent immigrants from visible minority groups was significantly 
higher than the 4.8% rate for recent immigrants from non-visible 
minority groups. Both rates were higher than the 4.1% rate for 
non-immigrants.16

Recent Immigrant and Visible Minority Families Falling Behind

As evidenced in Chart 11, it is important to examine the policies 
and practices that contribute to the trend of declining earnings 
and incomes of recent visible minority immigrants. This includes 
a need to recognize the formal education and professional 
qualifications of immigrants who were educated and/or trained 
in Africa, Asia or Latin America.

Recent immigrants who arrive from conflict zones as refugees 
have particular needs. Their children often arrive with little 
formal education, ability to speak English, and are dealing with 
unresolved trauma issues. These barriers make it exceedingly 
difficult for refugee children to succeed at school and later in the 
workplace. There is an urgent need for specialized settlement, 
counseling and education support services for refugee children 
and their families.

Chart 11:  
Unemployment Rate for Recent Immigrants, 2006
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