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This document will refer to the government of Alberta’s 2015 Budget Fiscal Plan. A complete copy 
can be found here: http://www.finance.alberta.ca/publications/budget/budget2015/fiscal-plan-
complete.pdf  
 

The Political Message of the 2015 Budget 
Budgets are political documents: they’re meant to show a government’s political intentions through 
spending and revenue priorities. But there are also subtle differences in style and substance that act as 
‘dog whistles’ for friend and foe alike: coded language that means one thing to the general population 
and something different to targeted subgroups. 
 
The targeted audiences of the ‘dog whistles’ in this year’s Budget are public-sector unions and red-
meat conservatives (the title of the Budget is “Putting Things Right” – very subtle). The messages for 
both: spending will be cut directly and indirectly and this government thinks public-sector workers’ 
wages are too high. It will bring in a new bargaining paradigm, based on the British Columbia model, 
to push down wages. 
 
This is not the message that the government is giving ordinary Albertans, however. Finance Minister 
Campbell and Premier Prentice have been going out of their way to tell Albertans that they’ll ‘protect 
front-line services,’ but a close look at the Budget shows that they are misleading people.  
 
The 2015 Budget will cut front-line personnel that deliver these services; there’s simply no way 
services can be maintained with 2,000 employees cut, mostly from health care and education, and 
underfunding of services by a projected $8.6 billion over the next three years. 
 

2015 Spending: Real Cuts and Not-so Hidden Cuts 
There are two kinds of cuts in the PC government’s 2015 Budget: real cuts and not-so hidden cuts. 
The real cuts are straightforward cuts to program spending, as compared to last year. This amounts 
to a $323 million cut, mostly to Health ($160 million cut) and Innovation and Advanced Education 
($72 million cut). 
 
The other kind of cut – the ‘not-so hidden cuts’ – are the amounts needed to keep public services at 
the same level as the previous year (the government calls these “cost pressures”). If funding for 
services isn’t increased by approximately population growth plus other costs, than that’s a cut. Most 
of these costs to the government are wages, which have risen by more than the rate of inflation for 
private and public-sector workers alike.  
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RALPH RE-RUNS? THERE IS A BETTER WAY! 



 

2015 AFL Convention Issue Primers Page 2 

This is the first Budget in recent memory that contains explicit reference to these cost pressures (one 
of the aforementioned ‘dog whistles,’ this one to the red-meat conservatives). Pages 4 and 5 of the 
Fiscal Plan show these cuts: 
 

 
Source: Pages 4 and 5 of the Fiscal Plan, http://www.finance.alberta.ca/publications/budget/budget2015/fiscal-plan-
complete.pdf 
 
Three years of not keeping up with these cost pressures amounts to an $8.6 billion cut over three 
years. 
 
Health will bear the brunt of these cuts with a $160 million direct cut and another $950 million cut 
due to underfunding of cost pressures. Alberta Health Services will shed 1,700 jobs. 
 
Education will be underfunded to the tune of $200 million. It will also lose 244 jobs and the 
province will not fund for projected enrollment growth, which will result in approximately 1.5 
additional students in each class. To put it another way, student enrollment is expected to increase by 
1 to 2 students in each class and there will be no way to accommodate this growth. 
 
Innovation and Advanced Education will be underfunded by about $80 million this year, but the 
real pain could be felt in subsequent years. The government will “transition over five years to a more 
sustainable model that reduces the system’s reliance on government funding.” Translation: expect 
tuition fees to go through the roof. 
 
Human Services will be underfunded by about $200 million. The government also cut $6 million in 
funding for Child Intervention Services. 
 

2015 Revenue 
Budget 2015 will impose higher taxes and fees on Albertans. There will be a return to progressive 
income taxes, which the AFL has long supported. Unbelievably, the wealthiest Albertans are 
promised a tax break before the next election (assuming we’ll have one this spring). 
 

 
Source: Page 88 of the Fiscal Plan, http://www.finance.alberta.ca/publications/budget/budget2015/fiscal-plan-
complete.pdf 
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Starting next year, Alberta will have three income brackets, as opposed to the one bracket we have 
now under the flat-tax regime. Albertans earning up to $100,000 a year will not see any changes, but 
those earning $100,000 to $250,000 and $250,000 and up will see tax increases in 2016 through 2018. 
In 2019, however, the wealthiest bracket will get a tax break of 0.5 per cent – just in time for the next 
election. 
 
There’s also a return of Health Care Premiums, now called the “Health Care Contribution Levy.” 
This will be tied to income and charged through the income tax system to a maximum $1,000/year.  
 

 
Source: Page 87 of the Fiscal Plan, http://www.finance.alberta.ca/publications/budget/budget2015/fiscal-plan-
complete.pdf 
 
This “levy” is very misleading. The title suggests that the funds will go towards health care ($396 
million in revenue is expected in 2015-16), but health care is being cut by about $1 billion. The funds 
are not going to health care. This is a tax, plain and simple, so it should be called a tax. The only 
reason why it isn’t called a tax is to appease old-school PC Party members who are fond of making 
sure people know there’s a ‘cost’ for public services. 
 
There are a plethora of new and increasing fees – too many to mention all of them here. For 
example, fuel taxes have already increased from $0.04/litre to $0.13/litre, alcohol taxes have gone up, 
camping fees will increase and there are a bunch of new fees on court filings.  
 
The two areas that do not see any changes are corporate taxes, which are held at 10 per cent, and 
royalty rates on non-renewable resources. 
 
It should be noted that the government of British Columbia increased that province’s corporate tax 
rate from 10 per cent to 11 per cent in 2013 and the sky did not fall. Also, Alberta has one of the 
lowest conventional oil and gas royalty regimes in North America.1 
 
Non-renewable resource revenue will be diverted away from spending on services, we’re told, 
starting in 2018-19 – the year when the government forecasts a return to higher energy prices. By 
2018-19, 75 per cent of these revenues will be used for program spending, the rest will be used to 
top-up the Contingency Fund and pay down debt. In 2019-20, only 50 per cent of these will be used 
to support spending on public services, the rest will be put in the Heritage Savings Trust Fund. 
 

                                                      
1 See: http://www.afl.org/index.php/Download-document/852-2013-Backgrounder_Conventional-Oil-and-Gas-
Royalties.html  
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Source: Pages 3 and 7 of the Fiscal Plan, http://www.finance.alberta.ca/publications/budget/budget2015/fiscal-plan-
complete.pdf 
 

2015 Deficit 
There will be a deficit of nearly $5 billion, about $4 billion of which will be covered by the 
Sustainability Fund, presently valued at approximately $6.5 billion. Meaning, the Contingency Fund 
drop to dangerously low levels - $1 billion – by the end of the 2016-17 fiscal year. 
 

On-going Underfunding of Public Services 
The government is telling Albertans that it will underfund public services by at least $8.6 billion over 
the next three years. But this isn’t new. For years, Alberta public services have been stressed from 
on-going underfunding.  
 
On-going Underfunding of Education 
Alberta has a booming student population in K-12. Alberta’s school-age population is projected to 
increase from about 600,000 students in 2010 to nearly 700,000 students by 2020.  
 

 
Source: Student Population Projection and Teacher Forecasting Model, Workforce Planning, Alberta Education. This 
projection was calculated on June 25, 2010 using the “Historical Average” method, based on ten-year historical average data 
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Kindergarten to grade 12 (K-12) class sizes will increase this year because there was no new funding 
in the Budget to compensate for enrollment increases. The Budget also cut 244 jobs cut from front-
line services. The government estimates show 12,000 new students will enter the K-12 system this 
fall across Alberta, a 1.9 per cent increase.  
 
The province hasn’t kept up to its commitments on class sizes since 2003 when it agreed with the 
recommendations of the Alberta Commission on Learning (ACOL). Kindergarten to Grade 3 class 
sizes have increased by nine per cent in the past five years. Only five out of 61 jurisdictions have met 
the ACOL’s recommendations on class sizes in the last five years. 
 

 
Source: Government of Alberta, “2014/2015 Class Size by Jurisdiction for All Subjects,” 
http://www.education.alberta.ca/department/ipr/classsize/average20142015.aspx 
 
On-going Underfunding of Post-Secondary Education 
Increasing tuition rates are directly linked to accessibility of advanced education: the higher tuition 
fees go, the greater the barriers to access for low and middle-income families. Tuition fees have 
steadily increased over the last five years from $5,505 in average undergraduate tuition to $5730 
projected for 2015. 
 

 
Source: Statistics Canada: Undergraduate tuition fees for full time Canadian students, by discipline, by province  
(Alberta) http://www.statcan.gc.ca/tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/educ50j-eng.htm  
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Tuition’s gone up, but there’s been an even larger increase in university and college fees. Alberta 
undergraduate students paid $1069 in additional compulsory fees for 2014/2015, the highest rate in 
the country. Graduate students in Alberta paid $1,333, also the highest rate in the country. 
 
On-going underfunding of Health care 
Our public health care system is in the throes of an overcapacity crisis: too many patients receiving 
the wrong type of care – decades of underfunding of continuing care and long-term care beds. There 
simply aren’t enough of these beds, so patients who need them are left in emergency rooms and 
acute care beds. Alberta has the second-lowest level of long-term care of all the provinces, resulting 
in the second-longest stay for patients transferring from acute care to continuing care beds. 
 

 
Source: Alberta Health Services, “Driver’s of Alberta’s Higher Healthcare Expenditure: An Analysis of CIHI’s National 
Health Expenditures 2013,” January 10, 2014, 
http://www.camss.ca/Drivers%20of%20Alberta%27s%20Higher%20Healthcare%20Expenditure.pdf) 
 
The Government Thinks Public-Sector Wages are Too High 
The government goes out of its way in the 2015 Budget to say that public-sector wages are too high 
– nearly two full pages of the Fiscal Plan (pages 22 and 23) are devoted to this message. The 
government goes after the salaries, wages and payments to doctors, nurses (RNs, RPNs and LPNs), 
teachers, and full-time university faculty, all of which, according to the government, are paid more 
than others (the government ‘cherry picks’ its comparisons). 
 
The problem with the government’s approach is that it compares public-sector salaries, wages and 
payments to other provinces. But wages – all wages – are higher in Alberta than in other provinces. 
By comparing Alberta to other provinces, instead of looking within the Alberta labour market, the 
government is suggesting that it shouldn’t have to compete for skilled labour like every other 
employer in the province. In other words, the government suggests that public-sector workers should 
not be able to share in the prosperity that comes from higher wages in a tight labour market. 
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The AFL has released research showing that public-sector wages are on-par with those in the private 
sector2 and we’ll continue to counter the government’s deliberate misinformation. 
 
B.C. Model for Public-Sector Bargaining 
Usually, the government lists the number of public-sector workers (full-time equivalents, or FTEs) it 
employs in the ministry estimates. These figures are usually somewhat buried. But this year, the 
government lists them all on one page in the Fiscal Plan. What’s more, it lists the FTEs of 
institutions and organizations not tied directly to the government, like Alberta Health Services and 
post-secondary education institutions. 
 

 
Source: Page 121 of the Fiscal Plan, http://www.finance.alberta.ca/publications/budget/budget2015/fiscal-plan-
complete.pdf 
 
                                                      
2 See, “Alberta public-sector wages are “statistically indistinguishable” from private sector,” March 5, 2014, 
http://www.afl.org/index.php/Press-Release/alberta-public-sector-wages-are-statistically-indistinguishable-from-private-
sector.html  
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The message here is that the unions representing these workers in arms-length institutions and 
organizations is this: you’ll now be bargaining with the government of Alberta at the table. 
 
In government parlance, it “will be developing a coordinated and disciplined long-term approach to 
funding for public sector bargaining that is fair, consistent and respectful of both workers and 
taxpayers.”3 The government has said that this approach will be based on the model used in British 
Columbia. 
 
The government predicts that this method will cut its wage bill going forward: 

 
Source: Page 23 of Fiscal Plan, http://www.finance.alberta.ca/publications/budget/budget2015/fiscal-plan-complete.pdf 
 
Note that there’s a targeted decrease to the wage bill for Alberta Health Services and School Boards 
in 2017-18, as well as a decrease to the wage bill for Post-Secondary Institutions in 2018-19. 
 

Conclusion 
All budgets are political documents, but what sets this one apart is a marked difference in tone from 
previous ones. Make no mistake, this is an austerity budget: the cuts are deep and front-line services 
will be affected. And the Budget promises four more years of austerity.  
 
Corporations are given a free pass and Alberta’s royalties – amongst the lowest in North America – 
are not even mentioned. 
 
This is not a balanced approach. It’s what we’ve come to expect from conservatives: blame public-
sector workers from problems created by years and years of revenue giveaways, balance the books by 
punishing front-line workers and denying Albertans the public services they deserve. 
  

                                                      
3 Government of Alberta, “Budget 2015 - Fiscal Plan,” page 23, 
http://www.finance.alberta.ca/publications/budget/budget2015/fiscal-plan-complete.pdf 
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Alberta’s approach to early learning and child care has created a crisis for families, a crisis in the 
labour market, and a crisis in children’s educational preparedness for Grade One. 
 
Our province takes a wasteful and ideological approach to early childhood education and care. 
 
It’s time to invest in a comprehensive, public, and curriculum-based system of early childhood 
education and care. 
 

The Problem 
Early Childhood Education and Care – Affordability 
Alberta parents of preschoolers pay the second-highest fees in Canada. 
 
Middle-income Alberta families struggle with child care fees as high as $1000/month per child in 
some cities like Calgary. Typical pre-school fees range from $650/month to $1000/month, 
depending on the city. 
 
Early Childhood Education and Care – Accessibility 
Only 19 per cent of Alberta children aged five and younger have access to a regulated child care 
space. 
 
Alberta is second-last among Canadian provinces for number of regulated spaces per child.  
 
Ontario and Quebec offer junior/early kindergarten programs in communities where children are 
from low-income backgrounds. Alberta does not. 
 
Alberta is one of only four provinces with part-day kindergarten. All other provinces have full-day 
kindergarten. 
 
Women, Economic Equality, and Labour Market Participation 
Alberta women are most likely in Canada to work part-time due to a lack of affordable, accessible, 
and quality child care. 
 
49 per cent of Alberta women working part-time cite inadequate child care options as the reason. 
 
Alberta has the highest pay gap between women and men in Canada. Alberta women earn just 63 per 
cent of what men working full-time earn. Studies show time taken out of the workforce in prime 
earning years due to lack of appropriate child care as a large contributor to the pay gap.  
 
Alberta’s Approach to Child Care Doesn’t Deliver Good Quality or Best Outcomes.  
It Must Change. 
Alberta spends more than $185 million/year on parent subsidies for child care. In many cases, we 
don’t know what kind of educational quality we get for our investments.  
 

LIFELINE FOR WORKING FAMILIES:  
A CALL FOR A NATIONAL  
CHILD CARE PROGRAM 
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Alberta has a high number of unregulated day homes and for-profit centres.  
 
A higher percentage of young Alberta children are experiencing developmental delays than the 
Canadian norm. 
 
Alberta’s conservative governments do not think of child care and early learning as a comprehensive, 
curriculum-based, social good. They think of it as babysitting. Their approach is outdated. 
Conservative politicians’ approach to child care and early learning not only misunderstands the 
modern family, but it also ignores several decades of research on the benefits of early learning 
programs, whether parented or unparented. 
 
The Problem with the Current Conservative Approach to Child Care  
Low Wages: The vast majority of child care workers are women (99 per cent). They earn an average 
of $15/hour for work that requires a two-year certificate.  
 
Lack of Quality: A curriculum-based, high quality learning and care environment guarantees success 
and readiness for Kindergarten and Grade One. Alberta’s children are lagging behind the rest of 
Canada on preparation for Kindergarten. 
 
Alberta is a Changing Province 
Our families are changing. We have more young children than any other province. Albertans work 
longer hours and have longer commuting times. 
 
From 2003 to 2012, the number of children aged five and younger in Alberta grew by 74,000, which 
is the second-highest increase in the country.  
 

The Solution 
Alberta must invest in an early childhood education and care system that is public, 
comprehensive, curriculum-based, and that treats early childhood educators as professionals 
in their field. 
 
Affordability 
Alberta currently spends hundreds of millions of dollars on parent subsidies. We could switch that 
funding approach to funding non-profit centres instead. Those centres would use that money to 
reduce fees, pay staff appropriately, ensure high quality care, and diversify their services. 
 
Accessibility and Real Choice in Early Learning Programming 
Centre-based funding allows centres to expand operations and allows the province to ensure high 
quality programming that meets diverse needs in the community. For example, centre-based funding 
would ensure enough spaces for children with disabilities, specific services for children who speak 
English as a second language, or parented programming and parenting. 
 
Women and Families 
Affordable, accessible, and high-quality child care means more women can choose to participate in 
the workforce on their terms. Early childhood education and care programs mean that women can 
enter non-traditional fields or trades, which often require shift work.  
 
Inequality and Child Poverty 
Children with access to early learning are more likely to attend post-secondary education. Studies 
show these children have access to better employment opportunities later in life.  
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The Problem 
Alberta is one of the only oil-rich places on earth where the government has no ownership stake and 
does not play a leadership role in the development of the resources it owns. 
 
Former Alberta Premier Peter Lougheed famously said that Albertans should “think like owners,” 
when it comes to their collectively-owned resources. But, we’ve stopped thinking like owners. As a 
result, we have massive job losses when the price of oil dips.  
 
We also don’t have any cushion against oil price roller coasters. We don’t have a “Plan B” for when 
declining oil prices lead to substantial job losses. Our economy is focused on ripping the raw product 
out of the ground, and shipping it out as quickly as possible. If we moved up the value ladder, we 
would be producing and exporting more than one product – and we would be better positioned to 
ride out the highs and lows of the energy economy. 
 
What’s more, we practically give our resources away with rock-bottom royalty rates. Because we fail 
to think like owners, our public services suffer when the price of oil dips. 
 
Our current approach leaves all decisions about Alberta’s oil future to those who don’t have our best 
interests in mind. Alberta’s approach for the past 25 years has only benefitted oil executives in 
boardrooms in Houston and Beijing. It’s not the right approach for working people. 
 
We Give Our Oil Away 
In 2012, Alberta collected just 10 per cent of oil sands revenue in royalties. By contrast, the 
Lougheed government collected between 35-40 per cent of industry revenue in royalties. 
 
If Alberta had collected Lougheed-era royalties in 2012, we would have had $12 billion extra in 
royalty revenue – from an industry that reaped over $42 billion in revenues that year. 
 
We Have Nothing to Show for the Wealth of Oil Resources that Belong to Us 
For all our oil wealth, Alberta has very little to show for it. Alberta set up the Heritage Fund in 1976, 
but only put 30 per cent of royalties in it for less than 10 years. The Heritage Fund has seen no new 
deposits since the late 1980s. 
 
Alberta’s Heritage Fund is now at a paltry $17 billion.  
 
Norway’s savings fund, in place only since the 1990s, has more than a trillion dollars in savings. 
That’s because Norway collects an appropriate royalty and has public oil companies that participate 
in the development of their resources. 
 
We Don’t Get Maximum Value Out of Our Oil Sands 
The majority of Albertans want our resources to be upgraded, at least to some extent, in order to 
avoid a situation in which good jobs and potential profits are “lost down the pipeline” to other 
jurisdictions.  However, the Alberta government has turned a blind eye while that has been 
happening. 
 

THINKING LIKE OWNERS:  
A CALL FOR A PUBLICLY-OWNED  

ENERGY CORPORATION 
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With those raw resources, we’re shipping good jobs down the pipeline. That might be good for oil 
companies in Texas or China, but it isn’t good for Albertans.  
 
Throughout the 1980s, 90s and well into this decade, we normally upgraded about two-thirds of our 
raw bitumen to synthetic crude. Former Premier Stelmach promised that his government would 
ensure that 70 per cent would be upgraded within the province.  
 

 
 

But we’re moving in the wrong direction. Today, we upgrade only 58 per cent and the province 
projects that by 2017, that figure will drop to 47 per cent. 
 
Even worse, a report prepared in 2013 for the Government of Alberta showed that Alberta will be 
upgrading only 26 per cent of our bitumen by 2025. 
 
Jobs Down the Pipeline 
If Keystone XL is built, 4,800 direct upgrading and refining jobs will go to the United States. Canada 
will get 35 permanent jobs. 
 
Keystone XL will result in at least 18,000 indirect jobs from the economic spinoffs of the upgrading 
and refining activity. Those thousands of jobs will go the US Gulf Coast rather than staying in 
Canada. 
 
If the Northern Gateway pipeline is built, Canadians will get 228 permanent jobs while 26,000 
upgrading, refining, and spinoff jobs will be shipped to China. 
 
Lost Economic Potential for All Albertans 
We often hear that upgrading and refining in Alberta are not profitable. 
 
The truth is these activities are highly profitable. The AFL recently published a report by 
internationally-recognized oil industry expert Ed Osterwald. 
 
Our report found that an integrated upgrading, refining, and petrochemical facility would generate a 
19 per cent profit, over a 30 year lifespan, and return millions to Alberta’s government coffers. An 
integrated refining and petrochemical facility would be home to at least 1,000 good-paying, family-
sustaining jobs in refinery operations. Thousands more would be created in maintenance and various 
spinoffs. 
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Massive Job Losses When the Price Dips 
As a result of the recent collapse in oil prices, Alberta has lost many jobs: 14,000 jobs, mostly in 
drilling and oil-field service, were lost between January and February 2015 alone - the largest month-
to-month job losses of any province. 
 
During the last recession in 2008-09, Alberta lost the most jobs of any place in Canada when the 
price of oil dipped.  Our social assistance rolls spiked the fastest of any province in Canada. Alberta 
has all its eggs in the oil production basket – and comparatively little in the way of value-added 
activities or other economic spinoffs. 
 
The Solution: Public Ownership, Participation, and Leadership 
 

1. The Government of Alberta should take an ownership stake in viable projects that add value 
to Alberta’s oil sands. In this way, we would join most other oil-producing jurisdictions by 
participating directly in the development of the resources that belong to us. 

2. Alberta should only approve oil sands and other projects that can add value to base 
resources, keeping good jobs in Canada. 

3. Alberta should use our marketing and legislative powers to improve the economics of value-
added projects.  

4. Alberta must use fair royalties, particularly in the oil sands, to finance our participation in 
development of our resources. Royalties should also be used for savings and economic 
diversification, particularly toward a green economy and green jobs. 

 
Public Ownership to Create Good Jobs and Increase Returns to Albertans 
Upgrading and refining jobs are good jobs. Average weekly earnings for people working in refineries 
kept growing during the 2008-09 recession, while many other workers saw their wages fall. 
 
A worker in a refinery earns two-thirds more than the average Canadian worker. 
 
Public Ownership, Value-Added, and the Alberta Economy 
International research shows that heavy oil refineries are the most profitable value-added facilities in 
times of recession and are best positioned to weather a downturn in oil prices. 
 
Investing in upgrading and refining generates tax returns from the plant itself, generates tax revenues 
from individual workers’ higher incomes, and generates increased economic spinoffs and economic 
activity.  
 
Refineries act as an effective hedge against volatile oil prices when it comes to both profits and jobs. 
For example, during the last recession jobs on the extraction side of the energy sector disappeared 
quickly, along with falling oil prices, while jobs on the value-added side remained stable. If we really 
want to follow Lougheed’s advice to act like owners, then we have to start demanding development 
models that help ensure jobs for Albertans, whether oil is selling for $100 or $40 a barrel. 
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It’s Time for Pharmacare: Towards a National Universal Prescription 
Drug Plan 
 
 
 
 
 
 
While Canadians and Albertans value the principles of universal health care we continue to tolerate a 
system where people are denied care because they can’t afford necessary prescription drugs. 
Currently, our public health care system does not provide universal coverage for the cost of 
prescription medications. We’re the only Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) country with a universal public health care system that still leaves citizens to their own 
devices when it comes to paying for most medically necessary prescriptions4.  
 

 
Source: Canadian Federation of Nurses Unions. Marc-Andre Gagnon, ‘A Roadmap to Rational Pharmacare Policy in 
Canada’ (2014) 

                                                      
4 Canadian Federation of Nurses Unions. Marc-Andre Gagnon, ‘A Roadmap to Rational Pharmacare Policy in Canada’ 
(2014) https://nursesunions.ca/sites/default/files/pharmacare_report_0.pdf  

WHY EXPANDING THE MEDICARE UMBRELLA 
MAKES SENSE:  

A CALL FOR A NATIONAL PHARMACARE PROGRAM 

“Canada’s public health care system shouldn’t end as soon as a doctor hands a patient a 
prescription to fill.” 

Steven Morgan, Director, Centre for Health Services and Policy Research 
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Drug Costs and Inequality 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pharmaceuticals are one of the fastest growing components of health care spending in Canada. In 
Alberta, in 2014, total health spending per person was forecast to be $6,783 in Alberta, second only 
to Newfoundland and Labrador ($6,953)5. Without including medications dispensed in hospitals 
which are covered by Medicare, the sale of prescribed and non-prescribed drugs together constituted 
the second-largest category of health expenditure in 2012, at $33.3 billion6. Research has also found 
that Canadians pay 30 per cent more for prescription drugs than the OECD average7. 
 
As more and more employers downgrade health benefits for workers, many are left in a bind. One in 
ten Canadians didn’t have at least one prescription filled in the last year because of cost8. And 
Canadians without insurance are 4.5 times more likely to skip prescribed medications because of 
cost9. 
 

Drug Coverage in Alberta 
Currently, Albertans who don’t have employer-provided drug coverage have to contend with  an 
unreliable patchwork of 18 supplemental programs most of which are administered, under contract, 
by Blue Cross. These programs are far from all-encompassing and still leave one out of five 
Albertans without coverage beyond the basics.10  
 
Given that workplace benefits, including drug coverage, is usually provided for through union-
negotiated contracts, it perhaps comes as no surprise that Alberta – which has the lowest rate of 
union membership11 in the country, also has a considerable number of people without prescription 
drug coverage.  
 

The Big Idea: A National Universal Prescription Drug Plan 
The call for a national pharmacare program is growing, not only because it would address economic 
barriers to accessing life-saving medications but because it simply makes economic sense.  
 
The Canadian Federation of Nurses Unions estimates that the implementation of a universal 
pharmacare program would allow for $11.4 million in savings for Canada. 
 

                                                      
5 National Health Expenditure Trends, 1975 to 2014 <http://www.cihi.ca/web/resource/en/nhex_2014_report_en.pdf> 
6 Canadian Institute For Health Information, “National Health Expenditure Trends, 1975 to 2014” 
http://www.cihi.ca/web/resource/en/nhex_2014_report_en.pdf> 
7 Gagnon, Marc-Andre. ‘The Economic Case for Universal Pharmacare’ http://pharmacarenow.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2010/09/Universal-Pharmacare-Report-e.pdf  
8 Law, M. R. et al. (2012). The effect of cost on adherence to prescription medications in Canada. CMAJ, 184(3), 297-302 
9 Law et al. The effect of cost on adherence to prescription medications in Canada. CMAJ Feb. 21, 2012 
10 André Picard, Alberta looking to consolidate numerous health-insurance Plans’ The Globe and Mail, March 2014 
11 Employment and Social Development Canada, Work - Unionization Rates http://www4.hrsdc.gc.ca/.3ndic.1t.4r@-
eng.jsp?iid=17 Table 282-0078 

“Financial hardship due to high prescription drug expenses is increasingly a real risk - indeed, it 
is a reality - for many individuals and families in Canada.” 

The standing Senate committee on Social Affairs, Science and Technology 
report on The Health of Canadians (Kirby Report, 2002) 
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Cost and savings estimations from implementation of a Canadian universal 
pharmacare program with repeal of industrial policies associated to drug costs 
based on 2012-2013 figures: 
 

  
Source: Canadian Federation of Nurses Unions. Marc-Andre Gagnon, A Roadmap to Rational Pharmacare Policy in 
Canada’ (2014) 
 
A publically-funded Pharmacare program would address both the unequal access to necessary 
prescription drug treatments as well as Canada’s ability to contain the costs of prescription 
medication. 
 
Patient health not only improves as a result of access to necessary prescription drugs, it also reduces 
overall costs to the health care system. 
 
Unfortunately, to this day, the federal government under Stephen Harper takes the stance that 
prescription drug policy is an exclusively provincial responsibility.  
 
Despite a lack of political will expressed by the federal government, there is an emerging consensus 
group of allies in the fight for a national Pharmacare plan. Advocates for Pharmacare reform include 
the C.D. Howe Institute, the Canadian Life and Health Insurance Association, Provincial and 
Territorial governments and patient advocates from across the country. 
 
These allies are united in the belief that all Canadians should have access to prescription drugs 
regardless of income or economic status.  
 
We therefore propose the Alberta labour movement vigorously advocate for long-lasting change by 
calling for a universal Pharmacare program where coverage is financed though progressive income 
taxes based on a percentage of income. 
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Inequality Is the Problem, Unions Are the Solution 
It’s one of the most pressing problems for our generation, whether in Canada, across the globe, or 
right here in Alberta. Income inequality is rising fast, and nobody has been able to curb it – yet. 
 
Sure, policy makers are finally realizing that inequality can be addressed by making taxes fairer, 
mending the tattered social safety net and increasing minimum wages that keep workers in poverty.  
These are all good ideas, but will never stop or reverse growing inequality without giving workers the 
tools to stand up for themselves. 
 
In short, workers need better access to unions and collective bargaining. 
 

Why is rising inequality a problem? 
Sure, some people may not see rising inequality as a problem that needs to be solved. But rising 
inequality affects all of us and compromises the integrity of our social relationship to one another. 
 
Here are four big reasons rising inequality is a problem, and why we should think about how to 
reverse it: 
 

1) It means workers receive a smaller and smaller piece of the total value coming out of the 
work they’re doing. As compensation balloons at the top one and ten per cent, 
compensation for others stagnates and decreases over time.12 

2) It means our kids don’t get the same opportunities for development and, and as a result, find 
less success. As income inequality rises, social mobility becomes more difficult and less 
likely. According to the “Great Gatsby Curve”13 the wider the gap between income earners, 
the less likely low-income earners are to bridge and cross the gap.  

3) It means that the wealthiest few have more and more control over other people, ranging 
from how our communities are developed and organized to what kind of news media we 
read and watch.14 

4) It means fewer people have influence in our democracy. When laws allow for donations to 
political parties out of reach to most individuals and families, wealthier people end up 
influencing politics more than others. 15 

 
We have a big idea to address rising inequality. It’s an idea that recognizes the power of workers and 
the need for a level playing field. 
 

                                                      
12 Scanlon, T.M. “The 4 Biggest Reasons Why Inequality is Bad for Society.” http://ideas.ted.com/the-4-biggest-reasons-
why-inequality-is-bad-for-society/. 
13 Trend between income inequality and intergenerational mobility coined by former White House economist Alan Krueger. 
14 Scanlon, T.M. “The 4 Biggest Reasons Why Inequality is Bad for Society.” http://ideas.ted.com/the-4-biggest-reasons-
why-inequality-is-bad-for-society/.  
15 Scanlon, T.M. “The 4 Biggest Reasons Why Inequality is Bad for Society.” http://ideas.ted.com/the-4-biggest-reasons-
why-inequality-is-bad-for-society/. 

INEQUALITY IS THE PROBLEM,  
UNIONS ARE THE SOLUTION:  

A CALL FOR LABOUR LAW REFORM IN ALBERTA 
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Because if we want to stem and reverse the tide of rising inequality, we need laws that allow unions 
to address the income issue directly.   
 
Here’s the big idea: change laws so people can benefit from the advantages unions provide.  
 
We believe that income inequality is the problem, and unions are the solution.  
 

Inequality in Alberta 
Inequality in Alberta is hurting individuals, families and the economy. 
 
Alberta is the most unequal province in the country when it comes to income distribution. According 
to Statistics Canada, the top ten per cent of income earners take home a whopping 50.4 per cent of 
the total income. 
 
Alberta now suffers from worse inequality than the United States (where the top ten per cent take in 
48.2 per cent of the total income). This makes Alberta the only province to have worse inequality 
than our neighbour to the south.  
 

Unions in Canada and Alberta 
The number of workers in Canada covered by collective agreements has decreased over time—from 
34.6 per cent in 1997 to 30 per cent in 2013. 
 
In Alberta, the picture is even more worrisome. Alberta has the lowest unionization rate in the 
country at 21 per cent in 2013. 
 

Are unionization rates and inequality connected? 
The research shows that unionization rates and income inequality are inextricably linked.  
 
There is a broad consensus from across the political spectrum documenting and acknowledging the 
connection between declining union rates and rising inequality. Even the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), not exactly known as a hotbed of labour-friendly economic theory, recognizes the direct 
link. 
 
In fact, in a recent study, the IMF concludes that a whopping 50 per cent of the rising inequality 
experienced around the world since the 1980s is directly attributable to declining rates of 
unionization.16 
 
In Alberta, the relationship between unionization and inequality is undeniable. The “gini coefficient”, 
which is the common measure for inequality, goes up, as unionization goes down. 
 
  

                                                      
16 Jaumotte, Florence and Carolina Osorio Buitron. “Power from the People.” Finance and Development: 
International Monetary Fund, March 2015. 
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As you can see below, when unions are weakened, our province becomes more unequal. The 
relationship pictured below is crystal clear and it’s alarming: 

17 
 

Our Big Problem: All Signs Point to a Strong Link between Low 
Unionization and Inequality 
Alberta’s income inequality is the highest in Canada. It’s the highest on record since Statistics Canada 
began the measurement 36 years ago.18 Meanwhile the unionization rate in Alberta is the lowest in 
the country. 
 
Alberta’s low unionization rate is kept low by regressive laws making it harder for people to form 
unions. There are four major problems in Alberta today: 
 

 No First Contract Arbitration: First contracts are the most difficult to negotiate and are 
made more difficult without access to arbitration. Alberta is one of the only provinces in 
Canada that doesn’t provide a mechanism to ensure that workers who join unions can 
actually get a first agreement. Alberta’s laws provide no effective penalties for employers 
who simply refuse to bargain with newly organized units.  
 
No Card-Check Certification: Alberta’s labour code doesn’t recognize card checks as 
enough to grant certification of a new union. You have to go to a secret ballot in Alberta 
even after having cards signed by would-be members. This allows employers to coerce and 
intimidate workers—and discourages them from exercising their constitutional right to 
collective bargaining. 

  

                                                      
17 David Campanella, Bob Barnetson, and Agnella MacEwan. “On the Job: Why Unions Matter in Alberta.” May 2014. 
18 David Campanella, Bob Barnetson, and Agnella MacEwan. “On the Job: Why Unions Matter in Alberta.” May 2014. 
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 No Automatic Certification: Alberta’s Labour Relations Board doesn’t offer the possibility 
of automatic certification. In other provinces, the labour relations board can grant a new 
union certification automatically if the board thinks unfair labour practices prevented a 
union from shoring up support.19 Automatic certification provides a huge incentive for 
employers to bargain in good faith. Without it, employers can bully and intimidate without 
consequences. 
 

 No Sectoral Bargaining: In many western European countries, legislated sectoral 
bargaining is the norm. All workers in a single sector, regardless of employer, benefit from 
this process. In Alberta, we don’t do things this way, and a fractured workforce pays the 
price. 

 

The Big Idea: Change the Laws 
Alberta needs to change the laws so more people can get the benefits of unionization and collective 
bargaining. In effect, we’ll get to the root of income inequality. Here are the big ideas to consider: 
 

 First Contract Arbitration: Enshrine a mechanism in law that ensures workers who vote 
for a union will actually get a first contract. 
 

 Card-Check Certification: Stop employer coercion and intimidation by allowing workers 
to vote for a union by signing a card without the employer standing over their shoulder. 
 

 Automatic Certification: Give the Labour Relations Board the power to automatically 
certify new bargaining units in cases where employers have clearly broken the rules. 
 

 Sectoral Bargaining: Introduce a system that allows workers to benefit from agreements 
negotiated for their whole sector, not just their individual workplace. 

 
We know that the problem is inequality. When it comes to the solution, we need to put our big ideas 
into action as a movement to reverse the tide. 
 
The way forward is to put our big ideas for large-scale legal reform into action.  
  

                                                      
19 The Labour and Employment Group. “The Unionized Workplace—The Effects of Union Certification.” 
http://www.sfu.ca/~stevenso/ENSC406/UnionizedWorkplace.pdf, page 2.  
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The Problem 
The Temporary Foreign Worker (TFW) Program has dominated headlines because it has become a 
source of cheap and exploitable labour.  
 
The TFW Program ties workers to their employers, making leaving an employer for better wages 
impossible. 
 
The Harper government has allowed hundreds of work permits for TFWs at less than the 
going wage rate for Albertans. This was supposed to be against the law, but the AFL (Alberta 
Federation of Labour) has found that permits have been issued in retail, construction trades, food 
service, accommodations, and transportation for less than what is paid to Canadians. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How the TFW Program hurts both Temporary Workers from Abroad and Canadian Workers 
The TFW Program has almost zero inspections and little or no enforcement of existing rules.  
 
In lower-waged occupations, the overuse of the TFW Program led to horror stories about TFW 
exploitation and abuse.  
 
In recent years, it’s become clear that rampant use of the program has caused wages in 
accommodations, retail, and food services to flatten, meaning they aren’t growing at the same 
pace as wages in other parts of the economy. Far from filling a need, the TFW Program in Alberta 
flooded the labour market, driving down wages for everyone. 
 
In the construction trades, the TFW Program lets employers and governments off the hook. 
Employers don’t have to train the next generation of Canadian tradespeople if workers can 
instead be imported from elsewhere, work under wages and working conditions that, in non-union 
settings, are less than the going rate, and then shipped home again when no longer needed. TFWs in 
unionized trades at least have the benefit of a union watchdog. In CLAC shops and non-union 
trades, that’s not the case, and Canadian and TFW tradespeople both suffer. 
 
There have been numerous cases where Canadian workers have been displaced by guest workers, 
including the Husky Sunrise site where 60 Canadians were displaced by low-skilled foreign workers. 

COUNTRY OF CITIZENS, NOT SERFS: 
A CALL FOR A LABOUR FORCE STRATEGY 

“And there should be a market response to the scarcity of a commodity like labour, and that 
market response, first and foremost, is higher wages. We don’t see that in Alberta, the most 
intensive [sector] that’s used the program has been Alberta food services, [has seen an] eight 
percent increase in median wages since 2006 versus 14 percent increase in CPI and 31 percent 
increase in overall provincial median wages” 
 

Minister Jason Kenney, former Minister of Employment and Social Development 
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How the TFW Program is Replacing Permanent Immigration 
The TFW Program has exploded in Canada. Despite the recent controversies and outrage over 
Canadian workers being replaced by temporary workers, and changes from the federal government 
aimed at giving the impression that action is being taken to curb the use of the program, Canada 
continues a ‘guest worker’ experiment and Alberta is ground zero.  
 

 
 
As temporary work arrangements eclipse and replace permanent immigration, we are turning our 
backs on our Canadian values of diversity and inclusion. 
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TFWs in the Construction Trades 
Over the years, we’ve heard a louder and louder chorus asking for more TFWs in the trades to keep 
up with growth in the energy sector. But many employers aren’t using the TFW Program to 
supplement Canadian tradespeople, they’re using it to hire skilled workers at half the going rate.  
 
In May 2014, the AFL revealed 65 Canadian ironworkers were given the boot in favour of TFWs 
that would work for half the going rate. 
 
In September 2014, the AFL revealed hundreds of tradespeople were brought in to Alberta to work 
for less than the prevailing wage. Welders, electricians, carpenters were paid up to $10/hour less than 
the wage paid to Canadians. 
 
The TFW Timeline 
Once a small corner of the federal immigration system, the Temporary Foreign Worker Program 
exploded into a full-blown labour market subsidy for employers in the past ten years. 
 
After years of criticism, and several scandals revealing abuse of the program and Canadians being 
replaced by TFWs, the federal government made some changes to the TFW Program in mid-2014 
announcing gradual reductions in the number of approvals of low-wage, low-skill guest workers. 
 
Closing One Door, Opening Others 
At the same time the federal government announced reductions to low-wage guest worker approvals, 
it announced its intention to continue expanding International Mobility Programs (IMPs), like 
international youth exchange programs, the free trade agreement between Canada and the European 
Union (the CETA: Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement), or the Canada-Korean Free 
Trade Agreement. These have even less oversight than the Temporary Foreign Worker Program. 
IMPs do not require employers pay Canadian wages to guest workers, nor do they require 
documentation from employers to ensure Canadians are not displaced through the hiring of lower-
wage workers. The government says it’s closing the low-wage TFW streams, but really, at the same 
time, it’s opening others. 
 

The Excuse: Labour Shortage 
The Harper and Alberta PC governments have one big excuse for why they have to decide to 
subsidize employers with temporary, exploitable labour rather than expanding immigration, raising 
wages in order to attract workers, or investing in apprenticeship and training programs for 
Canadians. That excuse is the so-called labour shortage. 
 
In mid-2014, the AFL showed that there was no economy-wide labour shortage in Alberta. We used 
the same methods as the federal government uses to measure a labour shortage. We found specific 
sub-trades experienced some shortages at some points in the year. But those shortages were easily 
solved with investments in apprenticeship and training. 
 
Our research found the same things as the Parliamentary Budget Officer, Statistics Canada, the 
University of Calgary School of Public Policy, and the CD Howe Institute. We joined a growing 
chorus of voices showing there was no labour shortage in Alberta.  
 
Before the current economic downturn, there were six unemployed Canadians for every vacant job in 
the country. If extensive use of the TFWP was unjustified when oil was $100 a barrel, it is completely 
unacceptable not that low oil prices are driving up Alberta’s unemployment rate. 
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The Solution: Expand Training for Canadians and Overhaul Immigration, Build the 
Dream of an Inclusive Canada We Can  
All Be Proud Of 
 

1. Alberta must invest in apprenticeship and training programs, especially those targeting 
women and indigenous peoples in the trades. 

 
2. Alberta must expand its workforce preparation and participation programs and partnerships 

to ensure young people, indigenous peoples, recently arrived immigrants, and people with 
disabilities have access to good-paying jobs. 

 
3. Canada must immediately invest in training and apprenticeship programs, including 

incentives through the Employment Insurance (EI) system to relocate if specific regions 
require workers on a short-term basis. 

 
4. The federal government needs to phase out the Temporary Foreign Worker Program and 

replace it with comprehensive immigration reform. Good enough to work here is good 
enough to stay.  
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A growing number of Canadians don’t have adequate savings for retirement. We face a looming crisis 
of retirement income security.  
 
In Alberta, only 21.8 per cent of private-sector workers are covered by a workplace pension plan, 
compared to 77.7 per cent in the public sector. Nearly 1.4 million working Albertans do not have a 
workplace pension plan of any kind; only 8.4 per cent of private-sector workers enjoy stabile defined-
benefit pensions.  
 

 
 
The solution is to expand pension coverage to those that don’t have it, rather than take away the 
pensions of those who do. Expanding the Canada Pension Plan (CPP) is part of that solution. 
 

The ‘Three-Legged Stool’ 
Canada’s retirement system is designed like a three-legged stool: 
 

1) Basic benefits available to anyone, like Old Age Security (OAS) and the Guaranteed Income 
Supplement. 

2) Private workplace pension plans and registered savings plans. 
3) The Canada Pension Plan (CPP). 

 
Basic benefits and the CPP are solid, but private workplace pension and registered savings plans are 
shaky. The number of workers without a workplace pension is at an all-time high and tax breaks 
though registered retirement savings plans (RRSP) haven’t filled the gap.  
 
Only 23.4 per cent of tax filers contributed to an RRSP in 2013, down from 24 per cent in 2011.20 
These contributors tend to be wealthier than the average Canadian.21 

                                                      
20 Statistics Canada, “The Daily: Registered retirement savings plan contributions, 2013,” February 13, 2015, 
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/150213/dq150213b-eng.htm?cmp=mstatcan  
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Most people don’t have enough money left at the end of the month to put into savings. These people 
are forced to rely on the CPP.  
 
The CPP has many advantages: workers are universally covered, it’s portable from job to job, 
benefits are adjusted to inflation so they keep up with the cost of living, and benefits can be drawn at 
retirement no matter how sporadic a worker’s employment history. 
 

The CPP designed to be Inadequate 
The CPP is insufficient on its own: benefits are capped at a maximum of 25 per cent of covered 
earnings up to a maximum of $52,500 (2014). This makes the maximum CPP earnings $12,780 – 
hardly enough to live on. The average payout is even less: $7,327 a year. 
 
This insufficiency is by design. The CPP was built at a time when workplace pensions were 
commonplace. It was built such that its benefits were low so that it would supplement, but not 
interfere with, with workplace pensions.  
 
Nobody in a country as wealthy as Canada should retire into poverty, but that’s exactly what is 
happening. Millions of Canadians rely on government social-assistance programs, the final layer of 
the social safety net, designed to help people in need of support but are unable to find it from family, 
from friends, or even from the CPP. 
 

The Big Idea: Major Expansion of the CPP 
Union members can be proud of labour’s role in shaping and defending pensions. We shaped the 
CPP and we’ve defended workplace pensions like the Local Authorities Pension Plan (LAPP) and the 
Public Service Pension Plan (PSPP).  
 
We’ve also taken an active role in the current debate on an expansion of the CPP to 50 per cent of 
pre-retirement income, thanks to the leadership of the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC). 
Unfortunately, the CLC’s campaign was been met with foot-dragging and campaigns based on 
deliberate misinformation by the federal government, employers, bankers, the investment industry 
and some provincial governments. 
 
Expanding the CPP makes sense: it requires the participation of all employers and covers all workers, 
and it’s already operating, so costs related to an expansion would be minimal. It also has significantly 
lower administration and management costs compared to private plans and mutual funds, and it has a 
huge membership base (the entire working population of Canada) to spread risk and result in more 
predictable outcomes. 
 
Now is the time for labour to strive for more, to shift the debate from what is adequate to what is 
possible. Now is the time for labour to push for a massive expansion of the CPP. It’s time to push 
for a CPP with a higher threshold – 70 per cent of pre-retirement income. This proposal would all 
but eliminate the need for workers to rely on private savings and risky investments in order to retire 
with security and dignity. 

                                                                                                                                                              
21 Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, “Retirement income system failing individual Canadians: study,” March 11, 
2014, https://www.policyalternatives.ca/newsroom/news-releases/retirement-income-system-failing-individual-canadians-
study  


