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On behalf of the Alberta College of Social Workers, Barbara McPherson and I are pleased to address you.  Thank you for this opportunity.

First of all, we represent over 6000 registered social workers in this province.  We are advocates for social justice in Alberta.  One of the principles of our code of ethics is that we uphold the right of people to have access to resources to meet basic human needs. Therefore we believe freezing the minimum wage at $8.80 and not indexing it to the Average Weekly Wage is a mistake.  Full time earners making minimum wage already live well below the poverty level (LICO).  Employees need to make at least $12.20 an hour based on a 35 hour work week to reach the poverty line.  Freezing wages increases the burden on low income Albertans to survive.  

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 to community; Alberta has low university participation; and Albertans have the lowest leisure time in the nation.

As social workers we know first hand of the struggles of Albertans living in poverty.  We see how families are devastated by the stress of never having enough. We know that increased stress is correlated with the significant difficulties described above. All of these correlates cost society money.  We can either pay now or pay later.  Invest in our citizens by paying them at a fair rate or pay a higher cost through our public services after much damage to individual and collective quality of life has been done.

The Alberta College of Social Workers recently published a report that outlines how many Albertans have not benefitted from our economy in the boom stage.  Our research shows that middle income earners have only kept their income constant by working longer hours.  Low income earners have fallen behind.  Only the upper income levels have benefitted. We are providing each member of the committee with a copy of our Social Policy Framework 2010: Visioning a more equitable and just Alberta. Our framework gives more information about concerns we have presented to you today.  

Increasing the minimum wage annually at the same rate as the Average Weekly Wage is one policy decision that will decrease disparity in Alberta.  In addition, raising the minimum wage to at least $10 an hour immediately will support many Albertans. We urge you to make these decisions.

Once again, thank you for the chance to discuss this important policy decision.  We are pleased to answer any questions you may have.

Suite 550-10707 100 Avenue NW  Edmonton, Alberta  T5J 3M1  www.acsw.ab.ca
Phone: (780) 421-1167  Fax: (780) 421-1168  Toll Free: 1-800-661-3089

