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In 1996, the Canadian Council on Social Development
(CCSD) published a small study on poverty in Canadian
metropolitan areas, using data from the 1991 Census.
That report was entitled A Statistical Profile of Urban
Poverty. Local level data on poverty were difficult to 
come by, and the study proved valuable to many people
involved in poverty reduction initiatives across the country.

In the following years, the CCSD decided to design a
more detailed follow-up study, using data from the 1996
Census. However, due to the substantial costs of acquir-
ing the necessary custom data from Statistics Canada,
the CCSD needed partners to help support the initiative.
As well, it was felt that having the direct involvement 
of people who would be using such data for their own
purposes would help raise awareness of Canada’s
poverty problem and would facilitate more research 
to address these pressing issues.

Thus, the Urban Poverty Project was developed to 
carry out two primary activities: to provide relevant 
local level poverty data of use to the project partners 
and to search for factors underlying differences in 
poverty among communities. Many regional and 
municipal level governments, along with a wide range 
of community-based organizations, participated in that
first Urban Poverty Project initiative, together forming 
19 consortia across Canada. Participants shared 
in the costs of obtaining important poverty data and
helped to fund the production of Urban Poverty in
Canada: A Statistical Profile, published in 2000.

The most recent cycle of the Urban Poverty Project
draws on 2001 Census data. Again, community partners
have come together to form local consortia to purchase
and analyze local level poverty data. In total, over 50 dif-
ferent regional and municipal authorities and local
organizations – through 15 local consortiums – have

acquired their own poverty databases, containing
detailed information about their communities, and 
have produced a diverse array of materials in support 
of alleviating poverty. In addition, the CCSD has 
undertaken to produce an updated version of its 
2000 Urban Poverty Project report.

In 2007, the Urban Poverty Project has been 
redesigned as a series of online reports, data and 
analysis. These include:

• a database of 111 community profiles 
(some of which were grouped into a publication 
to address the needs of social planning and 
community development organizations);1

• a time-series analysis of urban poverty in the 
1990s, presented here;

• a more detailed analysis of urban poverty in 2000,
which includes an examination of vulnerable groups,
as well as important factors such as education and
employment; 

• another database of over 100 poverty data tables
by community; and

• a summary report that pulls all of the key themes
together and links them to a discussion of poverty
reduction and economic development at this juncture.

It is the CCSD’s hope that these data and reports will
serve as important references for continued work on
poverty in Canada. The CCSD is proud to be a part of
this initiative, and we look forward to carrying on the
tradition in the future using upcoming data from the
2006 Census.
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The recession of the early 1990s cast a long shadow.
The growth in the number of poor people across Canada
was noteworthy. Canada entered the decade with an
already high poverty rate of 16.2%. This rate rose to
19.7% in 1995 and then fell back to 16.2% in 2000,
spurred by economic and employment growth in the late
1990s.2 Although the economic engine was operating
full steam ahead by the end of the decade, Canada
made no progress in reducing its comparatively high
level of poverty during the 1990s. Indeed, the poverty
gap widened and, in absolute terms, the number of 
poor Canadians increased by 10.1%, from 4.3 million 
to 4.7 million. Today, many Canadians continue to 
struggle on low incomes, on the margins of the eco-
nomic prosperity that others have enjoyed over the 
past several years. In terms of the fight against poverty,
the 1990s was a lost decade.

Evidence from the research literature suggests that 
fundamental changes in the Canadian labour market,
coupled with the erosion of key income security pro-
grams, have resulted in growing income inequality in
Canada, notably among working-age families.3,4,5 The
gains associated with the economic expansion of the
1990s went mainly to higher income families, while 
the earnings of poorer working-age families stagnated
and social transfers fell. By the end of the 1990s, the
combined incidence of low income and the poverty gap
was higher than it had been at the end of the 1980s in
all areas of the country – with the exception of Manitoba
and Saskatchewan.6,7 Whereas low income families
were able to “catch up” after the 1981-1982 recession,
they were left behind in the 1990s.

The impact of the 1991-1992 recession and its
anaemic recovery are still evident in communities 
across Canada today. The outward signs of high levels
of persistent poverty appear in the numbers of homeless
families and individuals living in shelters and on the
street,8 the 100% increase in the use of food banks
since 19899 and the reports of local service agencies
warning that their clients are falling further behind.10

These are some of the most visible signs of the growing
income gap in Canada – one of the most significant
challenges facing Canadian society today.

Nowhere are these changes felt more keenly than in
Canadian cities. As Canada’s population has become
increasingly urbanized, the number of poor households
living in urban areas has grown as well. Today, chronic
levels of poverty, polarized job opportunities, low wages
and unaffordable and inadequate housing in large cities 
create a fundamental challenge to the future of Canada
and the quality of life of Canadians. While many of these
problems used to be confined to a select number of
central or core cities such as Toronto or Vancouver,
we are seeing new evidence of the growth of poverty 
in adjacent “suburban” cities. Although stark disparities
remain between rural or remote communities and 
urban centres, the experience of deprivation in cities –
especially Canada’s largest cities – is now significant.11
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It is within cities and urban regions that the character of
tomorrow’s Canada is being shaped. The concentration
of population within cities is likely to continue. Recent
research suggests that as much as 80% of economic
and population growth will occur in five broadly defined
urban regions: Greater Toronto, Vancouver and the
Lower Mainland, Greater Montréal, Ottawa-Gatineau 
and the Calgary-Edmonton Corridor.12 Thus, how cities
function is vital to Canada’s economic and social 
well-being. If our large cities succeed, the country 
can prosper; if they fail, the consequences will be 
felt everywhere.

The impact of size and place on the experience of
poverty is not surprising in a country as diverse as
Canada, made up of varied regional economies and
communities. Aggregate figures tend to mask the 
various dimensions of life living on low income in
Canada. This is true of poverty at the national and 
subnational levels. Even the character of urban 
poverty varies from province to province, from urban
area to urban area, from neighbourhood to neighbour-
hood and shifts over time, as this analysis reveals.

In this report, we explore one of the most fundamental
issues facing cities, that of urban poverty and the
emerging pattern of inequality that now characterizes

urban Canada. Specifically, we examine the changes 
in the rate and concentration of low income through 
the 1990s within Canada’s largest census metropolitan
areas (CMAs) and census subdivisions (CSDs), and 
the neighbourhoods within them. We also look at the
patterns of change evident between large urban areas
(CMAs) and non-CMAs and among the different urban
areas examined in this study, with a focus on size of
urban area.

All of the great social and economic policy questions
today are urban policy questions.13 We hope that this
report will help foster a greater understanding of the
growing reality of urban poverty in Canada and assist 
in efforts to develop effective strategies that foster the
health and well-being of communities and their residents.

In the first chapter of this report, we outline the context
for this study of urban poverty, focusing on some of 
the key challenges and prospects facing cities today.
The next chapter provides an overview of urban poverty
through the 1990s. A more detailed examination of 
the different patterns of poverty follows, first, among
CMAs – large urban areas – and then, among large
CSDs – the larger cities within Canada’s large urban
areas. Lastly, we evaluate the findings within the 
context of recent policy debates.

5URBAN POVERTY IN CANADA, 1990 to 2000

CENSUS GEOGRAPHIES
The main sources of data used in this report are custom tabulations of Census of Canada data from 1991, 1996
and 2001. Data are presented for the country, provinces, census metropolitan areas, census subdivisions and
census tracts for persons living in private households.14

Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs) – Large Urban Areas 
A CMA is defined as “a very large urban area (known as the urban core), together with adjacent urban and rural
areas (known as urban and rural fringes) that have a high degree of social and economic integration with the
urban core.” A CMA has one or more urban core populations of at least 100,000, based on the previous Census.
Overall, there were 27 CMAs in 2001.

Census Subdivisions (CSDs) – Large Cities 
CSD is the general term for a provincially defined municipality such as a city, town, village, township or Indian
reserve. This report focuses primarily on large CSDs as the unit of analysis to compare urban poverty – those 
with populations over 100,000, located within CMAs. If there is no CSD with a population greater than 100,000
within a CMA, the largest CSD within the CMA is included. CSDs that overlap the historic core of a CMA also 
are included in the study group. These selection criteria isolate 46 municipalities within Canadian CMAs.
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Core or Central City:
We use the term “core city” or “central city” to describe the historic anchor city (CSD) of each metropolitan
region. The use of “core” in this instance is not equivalent to Statistics Canada’s concept of an “urban core,”
which can include both large and small municipalities and rural areas.

Suburban City:
We use the term “suburban city” to designate other large cities (CSDs) within CMAs. These cities may or may not
be adjacent to the core or central city, but they are large population centres that are linked via commerce and
employment to communities across the metropolitan area.

Census Tracts (CTs) – Neighbourhoods Within Large Urban Areas
CTs are “small geographic units representing urban or rural neighbourhood-like communities created in census
metropolitan areas.” The population of CTs ranges from a minimum of 2,500 to a maximum of 8,000. They are
defined to closely resemble what most people would think of as a neighbourhood.

Remainder of the CMAs
This report also refers to areas within CMAs that are outside the 46 CSDs mentioned above. These communities or
areas, are part of the larger urban areas, but are outside the large cities (also referred to as the urban, suburban
and rural fringe).

Non-CMAs
Non-CMAs include urban and rural areas that exist outside the CMAs. Almost one-third of Canadians live in 
urban and rural areas that are not captured within the boundaries of established CMAs.

Changes to Geographies Since 1996 
Two distinct changes took place between the Census years of 1996 and 2001 that had an impact on our 
analysis of CMAs and CSDs. First, the number of CMAs increased from 25 to 27 with the addition of the CMAs 
of Abbotsford, British Columbia, and Kingston, Ontario. As a result, our time-series analysis in this report is 
confined to the 25 CMAs for which we have data over time. Second, the boundaries and names of some CSDs
(namely, Halifax, Toronto, Ottawa, Sudbury, Hamilton and Kingston) changed between the 1996 Census and the
2001 Census. Although 46 CSDs met our study criteria in both years, they weren’t exactly the same 46.
Excluding Kingston and Abbotsford from our time series analysis resulted in a final list of 44 CSDs.

In this study, we “reconfigured” the 2001 boundaries for CSDs that had undergone changes before the 2001
Census, using 2001 data at the CT level to create consistent CSD geographies over time. This means that 
the 2000 estimates at the CSD level in this time series analysis do not match those contained in our cross-
sectional analysis (to be released at a later date) in all cases. Although these estimates (time series and 
cross-sectional) are typically very close and provide a consistent “story,” there are some differences due 
to the boundary reconfiguration.
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URBAN GROWTH

7URBAN POVERTY IN CANADA, 1990 to 2000

Today, urban areas face the challenges of a highly
mobile world, caught between the pressures of economic
globalization and political decentralization. Cities are
recognized as both engines of national and regional
growth and “well-springs of dynamism”16 where people
from around the world come together to live and work.
At the same time, many have growing pockets of pover-
ty where economic and social disparities diminish the
lives of large numbers of people.17 This conflict between
the advantaged and the disadvantaged, coexisting in
major urban centres, demands new ideas and political
leadership to harness the opportunities associated 
with urbanization and to ensure that their benefits 
are equitably distributed.

Urbanization is well established in Canada. Indeed,
Canada has become one of the most urbanized nations
of the world. At the beginning of the 20th century, the
population in the largest urban areas was just under one 
million. According to the 2001 Census, almost 80% 
of the population lived in urban areas, with just over
64% (19,297,000) living in the 27 largest CMAs. In 
fact, four major urban regions accounted for a large 
and growing proportion of the population. In 2001,
some 15.3 million of the nation’s population lived 
in Communauté-urbaine-de-Montréal, Ontario’s 
extended Golden Horseshoe (Oshawa, Toronto,
Hamilton, St. Catharines, Niagara and Kitchener),
British Columbia’s Lower Mainland and southern

Vancouver Island, and the Calgary-Edmonton Corridor.
These regions accounted for 51% of the population
in 2001, as compared with 41% in 1971. And, while the
rest of the country increased its population size 
by 0.5% between 1996 and 2001, these regions 
saw an increase of 7.6%.18

As a result of this growing urbanization, due in no small
part to immigration,19 urban areas have assumed greater
importance in political, economic, environmental and
social arenas over the past decade. Canada’s cities 
have been advocating for greater political powers and
recognition of the important roles cities play in the nation-
al economy and the well-being of Canadians. Various
provincial and federal governments have taken initial
steps that recognize the importance of urban issues,
such as the Infrastructure Canada Program, the federal
gasoline tax initiative, the Vancouver Agreement and the
Canada-Manitoba-Winnipeg Agreement. Although these
steps are important, much remains to be done as cities
continue to cope with downloading, stubbornly high rates
of poverty, the growing gap between the rich and the
poor, and the impact of these inequalities on the security
and prosperity of their residents.20,21 

The demographic trends have taken place at the same
time as changes to the Canadian economy have been
occurring. Canada has shifted from a heavily resources-
based economy to one oriented around services, within
the context of increased economic globalization. The

The world has entered the urban millennium. Half the world’s population [nearly 3 billion people] now live in cities and
towns. That in itself marks a historic transition. But what will happen over the next 30 years is just as significant. According
to United Nations projections, virtually all of the world’s population growth will occur in urban areas … How we manage 
that growth will go a long way toward influencing the world’s future peace and prosperity.

Kofi Annan, United Nations Secretary-General15



emergence of this new economy has been of particular
importance to the large urban centres, where knowl-
edge-intensive industries in areas such as business,
finance and health care, to name a few, have taken 
root and personal services have substantially expanded
to serve large urban markets.

Urban areas are now key players in the national econo-
my. For example, Canada’s seven largest metropolitan
areas now generate almost 45% of the country’s gross
domestic product (GDP).22 Large metropolitan areas also
represent a significant proportion of the GDP of their
respective provinces; for example, Halifax accounts for
47% of Nova Scotia’s GDP, while Calgary and Edmonton
combined account for 64% of Alberta’s GDP.23 And it is
the wealth of the cities that is contributing to the wealth
of the provinces and of the nation as a whole.

Urban areas are equally important as centres of employ-
ment. The growth of employment in Canada between
1998 and 2002 was 7.3%. However, the national 
rate obscures the real story of the growth in cities like
Calgary and Toronto, which had employment growth
rates of 15.9% and 11.9%, respectively, in that same
period.24 The 10 largest cities accounted for more than
half of Canada’s total employment between 1998 and
2002.25 In addition to having comparatively high levels
of human capital, large urban centres tend to have 
higher levels of service, cultural facilities and inherited
infrastructure than do smaller cities, towns and rural
areas, which gives them an edge in terms of encourag-
ing innovation and adapting to change.26 As a result,
big cities are now characterized by populations that 
tend to be younger, better educated and better paid than
those in rural and small-town Canada. According to Joe
Berridge of Urban Strategies Inc., “the rate of economic
and population growth and of immigration being experi-
enced by Canada’s big cities is propelling their evolution
into places very distinct from the rest of the country.”27

At the same time, many urban residents have not 
experienced the benefits associated with urbanization.
Globalization has generated greater aggregate wealth,
but its growth has been accompanied by social 
polarization and spatial segregation, much of which is
concentrated in urban areas.28,29,30 As Neil Bradford
argues, globalization and its new economic and creative
opportunities have not “freed [poorer individuals and

families] from the constraints of local space nor 
empowered poorer individuals and families to make 
new choices about where to live or work. On the 
contrary, [recent economic changes] have only 
‘relocated’ them in occupational terms, from relatively
well-paid, full-time manufacturing jobs to insecure, low-
paid services jobs.”31 Unlike young, mobile knowledge
workers, people living in poor neighbourhoods – many
of which are geographically as well as socially isolated –
continue to face significant obstacles in achieving 
economic and social security.

Cities are both “potential engines of national prosperity”
and “locales where the risks of social exclusion are
greatest.”32 “Geographic proximity,” observe Mario
Polèse and Richard Stren, “has been a source of both
social stress and of social innovation – the latter is the
chief strength of the city, the former its greatest chal-
lenge.”33 This paradox poses significant challenges for
decision makers to take advantage of the opportunities
that cities afford and to mitigate the negative impacts 
of globalization and economic restructuring for those 
on the wrong side of the global divide.

These economic dynamics play out in different ways
across Canada. Canadian cities tend to display relatively
high levels of economic specialization. Some specialize 
in manufacturing, others in resource exploitation and
processing, others in services and still others in trans-
portation and regional services.34 Although large centres
tend to be more diversified than smaller centres, this
degree of specialization – combined with the vicissitudes
of global markets – can create tremendous vulnerability.
Thus, winners and losers shift over time, reflecting 
economic trends (fluctuating commodity prices or a 
fluctuating Canadian dollar, for example), local factors
such as the history of a given city or its geography,
and internal and external migration patterns. This is
important to keep in mind as we examine the patterns 
of polarization and segregation that have emerged since
1990. Some cities, for example, show concentrations 
of low income in their inner cities, whereas others are
experiencing the suburbanization of poverty. These 
factors are also important as we consider the types 
and levels of interventions best suited to addressing
urban poverty in particular locations.

8 CANADIAN COUNCIL ON SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
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POPULATION GROWTH, 1990 to 2000:
During the 1990s, the overall Canadian population grew by about 10% (2.7 million people) and became 
increasingly more concentrated in urban areas.

Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs) and Non-CMAs 
• While the population was growing across the country, the rate of population growth in large urban areas 

outstripped the rate of growth in rural areas and smaller communities.

• The population living within the 25 CMAs examined in this study increased by 14.6%, whereas the total 
population living outside these CMAs increased by only 3.2%.35

Census Subdivisions (CSDs) and Remainder of CMAs 
• Within the CMAs, the rate of population growth was not even – the fringe areas outside the large cities 

were growing at a faster pace than the large cities themselves.

• The rate of population growth within the largest cities (CSDs) examined in this study was 12.8%, compared
with 18.8% within the areas of the CMAs surrounding the larger central cities (the remainder of the CMAs).

Population Concentration During the 1990s
• The proportion of Canadians living in CMAs grew between 1991 and 2001: 61.8% of the population lived in 

a CMA in 1991, compared with 64.3% in 2001.

• Within CMAs, the proportion of Canadians living in large cities (CSDs) increased slightly over this period (from
42.9% to 43.9%), and the proportion living within the remainder of the CMAs grew from 18.9% to 20.4%.

FIGURE 1 
DISTRIBUTION OF CANADIAN POPULATION, 1990 to 2000

1990 1995 2000
CMAs 61.8% 62.8% 64.3%

In CSDs within CMAs 42.9% 43.0% 43.9%

Remainder of CMAs 18.9% 19.8% 20.4%

Non-CMAs 38.2% 37.2% 35.7%

Total 100% 100% 100%

Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development using data from Statistics Canada’s 2001 Census, custom tabulations.



No progress was made in the fight against poverty at the
national level in the 1990s. One in six Canadians lived in
poverty in 1990, and one in six lived in poverty in 2000. At
the same time, there were important shifts in the patterns
of poverty that raise essential questions about the direction
of Canada’s social and economic development.

The 1990s brought a “reorganization” of the incidence and
location of poverty across Canada (see Figure 2). Whereas
the national rate of poverty spiked by mid-decade and
slowly declined to its pre-recessionary level, the number
of poor people was higher at the decade’s end. Across the
country, there were 431,490 more poor people in 2000
than in 1990.36 All the growth in the number of poor
occurred in Canada’s 25 largest urban areas (CMAs).
By the end of the decade, over 500,000 more poor people
lived in CMAs than at the start. In contrast, outside these
large urban areas (non-CMAs, including rural areas and
small towns), there were actually just under 100,000 fewer
people living in poverty at the decade’s end.

The urbanization of poverty is not new in Canada or indeed
elsewhere. Growth in the number and proportion of the
poor in urban areas has followed in lockstep with the gen-
eral trend towards greater urbanization resulting from both
migration within Canada and, more recently, the settlement
of newcomers in Canada’s largest urban centres. In the
1990s, however, the first signs of the suburbanization of
poverty also appeared. While the poverty rate in the large
cities (CSDs) within the large urban areas (CMAs) was still
higher than in the remainder of the CMAs (which can be
thought of as suburbs) and more of the poor population
was found in these large cities, the rate of increase of 
the poor population over the decade was higher in the 
suburbs than in the larger central cities.

In this chapter, we peel back the layers in the national 
profile of poverty to examine the dynamics of poverty
behind the aggregate figures, specifically the experience 
of poverty in Canada’s urban areas.
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CHAPTER 3:
OVERVIEW: URBAN POVERTY,
1990 to 2000

FIGURE 2 
POVERTY IN CANADA, 1990 to 2000

% increase 1990 
1990 1995 2000 to 2000

Total population 26,396,000 28,011,400 29,105,705 10.3%

Poor population 4,289,000 5,514,200 4,720,490 10.1%

Poverty rate (%) 16.2% 19.7% 16.2%

Note: Individuals in the Yukon, NWT, and Nunavut are excluded from these low income statistics. Also excluded are those living on Indian reserves 
and those in collective dwellings.

Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development using data from Statistics Canada’s 2001 Census, custom tabulations.



Between 1990 and 2000, the population of individuals 
living in poverty became more highly concentrated within
Canada’s large urban areas. For example, in 1990, 64.4%
of poor individuals lived within one of the 25 CMAs exam-
ined here; by 2000, this proportion had risen to 69.7%.
Conversely, poor Canadians became less concentrated in
locations outside large urban areas (that is, in non-CMAs –
rural areas and small towns and communities not within
large urban regions): 35.6% of those living in poverty lived
in non-CMAs in 1990, as compared with 30.3% in 2000.

Moreover, the proportion of all Canadians who were poor
and lived in the largest cities (CSDs) increased from 50.4%
to 54.2% between 1990 and 2000 (see Figure 3). The 
proportion of Canadians who were poor and lived in the
remainder of the CMAs (the urban and rural fringes con-
nected to the largest cities) also increased during the 
same period, from 14.0% to 15.5%.

As Canadians living in poverty became increasingly con-
centrated in urban centres, the proportion living in rural
areas and smaller towns and communities declined. This
transition seems to have taken place largely within the 
first half of the decade – likely facilitated by, if not spurred
by, the economic recession of the early 1990s. Although
the urban concentration of the poor occurred at a faster
pace during the period of economic recession, it continued

to climb during the subsequent economic recovery. This 
situation suggests a longer-term trend (coinciding with
changing population patterns) that extends beyond a reac-
tion to overall economic downturns.

The story goes beyond the concentration of the poor in
urban Canada. The impact of the recession of the early
1990s – as reflected in the incidence of low income – 
was more pronounced in Canada’s largest urban areas
than in those areas outside of CMAs. The rate of poverty
among people living in CMAs, for instance, jumped from
16.9% in 1990 to a mid-decade high of 21.6% in 1995.
Among those living outside these CMAs, the spike in
poverty rates (from 15.2% to 16.5%) was not as high 
during this same five-year period (see Figure 4).37 Rural
areas, small communities and small towns in Canada 
(non-CMAs) seem to have undergone a faster or more
decisive recovery by the decade’s end than did large 
urban areas, where the economic recovery took hold 
more slowly. By 2000, the poverty rate in Canada’s CMAs
had decreased from its 1995 level, but it still remained
above its pre-recessionary level at 17.6% (up from 16.9%
in 1990).38,39 Residents of large CMAs were more likely to
be economically vulnerable at the end of the decade than
they had been at the beginning. In contrast, the poverty
rate in non-CMAs fell below its pre-recessionary level to
13.7% in 2000 (compared with 15.2% in 1990).40
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FIGURE 3
DISTRIBUTION OF POOR CANADIANS, BY GEOGRAPHIC LEVEL, 1990 to 2000

Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development using data from Statistics Canada’s 2001 Census, custom tabulations.



Within large urban areas, the large cities (CSDs) experi-
enced the most difficulty. The low income rate for large
cities increased between 1990 and 1995 from 19.1% 
to 24.5%. Although this rate decreased between 1995 
and 2000, it remained above its pre-recessionary level at
20.0% at the close of the decade. In the remainder of the
CMAs (rural and urban areas just outside the largest cities),
the poverty rate was consistently lower than it was in the
large central cities in each year. As well, the poverty rate in
the remainder of the CMAs rose from 12.0% in 1990 to
15.2% in 1995, returning to a near pre-recessionary level
of 12.4% in 2000. Although it may appear that the remain-
der of the CMAs experienced a better recovery than did the
large cities, the reduction in poverty from the mid-decade
spike to the end of the decade was 18% for both CSDs
and the remainder of the CMAs.

As shown in Figure 5, these poverty data track the eco-
nomic fortunes of millions of people. Within Canada’s 
25 largest urban areas (CMAs), the absolute number
of poor residents increased from 2,761,900 in 1990 to
3,790,800 in 1995 – an explosion of over a million poor
individuals (an increase of 37.3%). This increase was due
to a rise in both the rate of poverty and the size of the
urban population. By 2000, the number of poor people
in large urban areas had declined from the mid-decade
spike; however, there were still over half a million more
people living in poverty than there were in 1990. In fact,
from the beginning to the end of the decade in these 
large urban areas, the proportional increase (19.1%) 
in the number of poor people outstripped the increase
(14.6%) in the size of the overall population. While the
overall population was growing in the CMAs, poverty 
was growing even faster.
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THE IMPACT OF MIGRATION ON POVERTY RATES
There are many possible factors behind the growth in urban poverty, including migration from rural areas and
smaller communities to large urban centres. Overall, little documentation exists on the specifics of migration
from non-CMAs to CMAs or of its possible impact on poverty rates. Although numerous studies have focused 
on the issue of youth migration from rural communities to urban areas,41,42,43,44,45 it is not clear that patterns 
of migration from non-CMAs to CMAs play any dominant or consistent role in differences in poverty rates.46

Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development using data from Statistics Canada’s 2001 Census, custom tabulations.
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In contrast, in the areas outside the CMAs – rural areas,
small communities and small towns – the overall number
of people who were poor actually decreased from
1,527,100 in 1990 to 1,429,735 in 2000 (a reduction of
97,365 or 6.4%).47 This decrease in the number of poor
individuals occurred in spite of a slight population increase
of 325,200 people (3.2%). So, while the general population
was growing slightly in non-CMAs, the overall number of
poor people decreased over the decade.

Within the CSDs (or the largest cities inside these CMAs),
the growth in the number of poor people during the entire
decade was 18.3% (or 396,020 individuals), compared
with overall population growth of 12.8%. The growth in the
poor population in the remainder of the CMAs (areas often
associated with the suburbs, small towns and rural areas
on the urban fringe) between 1990 and 2000 was 22.1%
(while the overall population grew by 18.8%), translating
into an additional 132,835 poor individuals. So, while 
the remainder of the CMAs still contained only about 
one-quarter of the poor population in large urban areas 

by the decade’s end, they actually experienced a somewhat
faster rate of growth in both the number of poor residents
and the overall population than did the CSDs themselves.

In this study, we focus primarily on the experience of
poverty in large central cities – yet, these data suggest 
that we may be seeing the beginning of the suburban-
ization of poverty in Canada. In a recent American study,
Berube and Kneebone documented the growth of pover-
ty rates in suburban neighbourhoods during the first
half-decade of the 21st century. Although the overall
poverty rate in the United States remained higher in
large central cities than in the suburbs, the suburbs
showed a greater rate of increase in the incidence of
poverty. This situation, coupled with population growth 
in the suburbs, has resulted in a greater number of poor
people living in the suburbs than in the large central
cities for the first time as of 2005 in the United States.48

It will be interesting to examine this trend when the
2006 Canadian Census data become available.
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The 1990s brought a mid-decade spike in poverty rates
across Canada following the 1991-1992 recession.
By the end of the decade, poverty rates were trending
down – but at different rates, depending upon where
people lived. The aggregate poverty rate among
Canadians living in regions or communities outside 
of CMAs fell more substantially, landing below the 
pre-recessionary level recorded in 1990. By contrast,
Canadians living in large urban areas – notably in core
cities – continued to experience relatively high rates 
of poverty through the “boom” of the late 1990s. Slow
economic recovery was also evident in suburban areas
for the first time, potentially pointing to the emergence
of the suburbanization of poverty, a trend that is now
evident in the United States.

This is the global picture. But again, as we note above,
the experience of poverty is very much shaped by where
people live. “Place” matters. In the following analysis 
of poverty in large urban areas, we find distinctive 
patterns of decline and recovery through the 1990s.
Some urban areas clearly weathered the recession 
of the early 1990s better than others. Others recorded
substantial mid-decade increases in poverty but 
were able to bounce back relatively quickly to pre-
recessionary levels and, in some cases, even lower 
levels. Still others were left worse off at the decade’s
end. As a result, the urban geography of poverty 
shifted somewhat through the 1990s.

OVERVIEW OF LARGE 
URBAN AREAS
Figure 6 presents the poverty rates among the 25 CMAs
in this study in 1990, 1995 and 2000. Looking at the
whole group, we see little or no change over this period
in terms of poverty ranking among CMAs at the top and
the bottom of the scale. In all three years, Oshawa had
the lowest poverty rate while Montréal had the highest.
Kitchener began and ended the decade with the second
lowest poverty rate. Similarly, Trois-Rivières began and
ended the decade with the third highest rate.

More change occurred, however, among CMAs located
in the middle ranks. Among 25 CMAs (using consistent
boundaries across all three years), slightly less than
one-third (7 of 25) changed rank by 4 or more places
during the decade. The greatest changes in ranking
appeared for Calgary, Edmonton, Vancouver and
Windsor.

Among large urban areas, Calgary, Edmonton and
Windsor greatly improved their poverty ranking relative
to the others. Calgary climbed 11 positions, from 17th

in 1990 to the 6th lowest poverty rate in 2000. Similarly,
Edmonton climbed eight positions, from 21st in 1990 to 
the 13th lowest in 2000. Windsor rose six positions,
from 9th in 1990 to the 3rd lowest poverty rate in 2000.
By contrast, several CMAs lost ground through the
1990s. Most notably, Vancouver dropped six positions,
from 18th in 1990 to 24th (the second highest poverty
rate) in 2000. Halifax, Toronto, and Hamilton each
dropped four positions during the same period.
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FIGURE 6 

POVERTY RATES AND RANKING FOR CMAs, 1990 to 2000

1990 1995 2000

CMA % Poor Ranking % Poor Ranking % Poor Ranking
Oshawa 9.2 1 12.4 1 9.4 1
Kitchener 11.7 2 14.6 3 11.3 2
Thunder Bay 12.1 3 14.5 2 14.1 5 
St. Catharines–Niagara 12.8 4 16.1 6 13.2 4 
Victoria 13.5 5 15.4 4 14.4 7
Greater Sudbury 13.5 6 17.3 7 14.9 8 
London 13.6 7 17.3 8 15.1 10 
Halifax 14.1 8 17.8 10 15.5 12
Windsor 14.6 9 15.7 5 13.2 3 
Ottawa–Hull 14.6 10 18.9 11 15.0 9
Toronto 15.0 11 21.1 17 16.7 15 
Hamilton 15.5 12 19.0 12 16.7 16
Regina 15.9 13 17.6 9 15.5 11
Chicoutimi–Jonquière 15.9 14 20.7 16 16.4 14
St. John’s 16.3 15 19.5 13 17.4 17 
Saint John 17.3 16 20.0 15 17.8 18
Calgary 17.7 17 19.8 14 14.1 6
Vancouver 17.9 18 23.3 23 20.8 24 
Québec 18.7 19 22.8 20 18.9 21 
Saskatoon 18.9 20 21.4 19 18.0 19
Edmonton 19.4 21 21.3 18 16.2 13 
Sherbrooke 19.9 22 22.8 21 18.5 20
Trois-Rivières 20.3 23 23.4 24 19.8 23 
Winnipeg 20.7 24 23.0 22 19.2 22
Montréal 22.2 25 27.3 25 22.2 25

Note: The lowest number (1) represents the lowest poverty rate and the highest number (25) represents the highest poverty rate.

Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development using data from Statistics Canada’s Censuses for 1991, 1996 and 2001,
custom tabulations.



Although the entire group of CMAs experienced an
increase (from 16.9% to 17.6%) in the overall poverty
rate between 1990 and 2000, Figure 6 reveals that,
among individual CMAs, distinctive patterns of decline
and recovery appeared – in both the direction of 
change over the decade and the level of economic
volatility as measured by the change in the incidence 
of low income. Below, we examine these patterns in
greater detail.

PATTERNS OF DECLINE AND
RECOVERY AMONG CMAs
Three distinctive patterns are evident among CMAs
when we look at poverty rates over the 1990s. Roughly
half of the CMAs (12 of the 25 in this study) made 
no progress in reducing levels of poverty; the rate of
poverty for this group was effectively the same at the
beginning and end of the decade. A second group 
(one-third of the CMAs) lost economic ground over
the decade, and a third group (one-fifth) actually made
progress in reducing the rate of poverty. We describe
these groups below (see also Figures 7, 8, and 9).49

Treading Water
Twelve CMAs experienced little or no change in their
rates of poverty (within one percentage point of differ-
ence) as recorded at the beginning and end of the
1990s. This group includes a diverse range of CMAs 
in terms of both size and level of poverty. It includes
Oshawa and Kitchener, which had the lowest rates of
poverty reported in the three years of this study, as well
as Montréal and Trois-Rivières, which reported some 
of the highest levels. Although poverty rates in these
CMAs spiked during the recession, the subsequent eco-
nomic recovery returned them to their pre-recessionary
levels of poverty.

For this group, the overall poverty rate was 18.3% in
1990, climbed to 22.6% in 1995 and then fell back to
18.4% in 2000. Within the group, however, there was
variation. Over half of these CMAs experienced very 
high spikes (over a 20% increase) in their poverty rates
in 1995. For example, Oshawa – the CMA with the 
lowest overall rate in all three years – experienced a
very high rate of increase in its poverty level by 1995 
(a 34.3% increase). Similarly, Chicoutimi-Jonquière and
Ottawa-Hull recorded very pronounced spikes in their
poverty rates by 1995 (30.2% and 29.5%, respectively),
but they bounced back to near pre-recessionary levels
in 2000.
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TREADING WATER: POVERTY RATES, 1990 to 2000

FIGURE 8
LOSING GROUND: POVERTY RATES, 1990 to 2000

Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development
using data from Statistics Canada’s 2001 Census, custom tabulations.
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Although the CMA of Montréal did not experience the
highest rate of increase by mid-decade, it is noteworthy
because it maintained its 44th position throughout the
decade. Montréal began the decade with the highest
rate of poverty of any of the CMAs (22.2%); its rate of
poverty subsequently rose to 27.3% in 1995 and then
fell back to 22.2% once again in 2000.

Others in this group of CMAs experienced less volatility
in their rates of poverty. Regina, Saskatoon, Victoria,
Trois-Rivières and Saint John all saw growth in poverty
rates of less than 20% between 1990 and 1995 
(ranging from a 10.4% increase in Regina to a 15.8%
increase in Saint John) and declines of the same 
magnitude between 1995 and 2000.

Losing Ground
Eight CMAs lost ground over the 1990s, each having 
a poverty rate that was at least one percentage point
higher in 2000 than in 1990. Again, there was a mix of
CMAs in this group, but the range of poverty rates was
narrower than among the CMAs that were “treading
water.” At the beginning of the decade, this group’s
aggregate rate of poverty was 15.2%; by 1995, it rose
to 20.9%. However, the period of recovery for this group
was weaker than for other CMAs, with the poverty rate

falling back to only 17.4% by 2000. Over the decade,
the poverty level for this group of large urban areas
actually increased by 14.7%.

Overall, the CMAs in the “losing ground” group had the
most pronounced mid-decade spikes50 in poverty among
the 25 CMAs included in this study – ranging from an
increase of 19.4% for Thunder Bay to an increase of
40.9% for Toronto. Six of eight experienced spikes in
poverty in excess of 20% between 1990 and 1995.
Although the rate of poverty dropped in all eight of these
CMAs between 1995 and 2000, none recovered to their
pre-recessionary level.

Three CMAs stand out in this group. Toronto recorded
the greatest increase of any of the CMAs with a spike of
40.9% between 1990 and 1995 (from 15% to 21.1%).
Toronto also had the greatest percentage drop in 
poverty rates between 1995 and 2000 among this
group (a decrease of 21.2%). However, this drop was
not enough to return Toronto to its pre-recessionary
level; the poverty rate in the CMA of Toronto was 11.0%
higher at the end of the decade than it had been at 
the beginning.

Both Thunder Bay and Vancouver experienced a 16.3%
increase in their respective rates of poverty between
1990 and 2000. Vancouver lost a great deal of ground
early in the decade with a poverty rate spike of 29.9%
between 1990 and 1995; the poverty rate subsequently
declined by 10.5% between 1995 and 2000. That
noted, Vancouver registered the highest rate of poverty
in each of the three years among this group of eight
CMAs that lost ground over the decade. Thunder Bay,
on the other hand, had the lowest levels of poverty
among the CMAs in this group throughout the decade
and one of the lowest mid-decade spikes in the group.
But the years following the spike were relatively difficult
for Thunder Bay; the poverty rate fell by only 2.6%
between 1995 and 2000. As a result, the poverty rate 
at the end of the decade (14.1%) was close to the 
mid-decade high of 14.5%.

Making Progress
A small group of CMAs emerged from the 1990s 
with lower levels of poverty (at least one percentage
point lower) in 2000 than in 1990: Windsor, Calgary,
Edmonton, Sherbrooke and Winnipeg. All of these 
CMAs experienced less dramatic spikes in poverty 
rates in 1995 than almost all other CMAs – ranging
from a 7.8% increase in Windsor to a 14.3% increase 
in Sherbrooke (with an average increase of 12.9%).
During the economic recovery period, all of these CMAs
gained ground, experiencing the strongest recoveries
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Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development
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between 1995 and 2000 and thus achieving lower 
levels of poverty than recorded in 1990. Reductions in
the poverty rates from 1990 to 2000 ranged from 6.9%
in Sherbrooke to 20.5% in Calgary. Overall, the aggre-
gate rate of poverty for this group was 13.0% lower in
2000 than in 1990.

Calgary and Edmonton stand out in this group. In 1990,
as noted earlier, Calgary’s poverty rate ranked 17th

among the 25 CMAs and Edmonton ranked 21st. The
mid-decade increase in their rates of poverty was 
comparatively low, at 11.8% and 9.7%, respectively.
However, both urban areas showed very strong recover-
ies between 1995 and 2000, resulting in reductions in
poverty of 28.9% in Calgary and 24.0% in Edmonton.
Indeed, the story of Calgary and Edmonton is not so
much a story of recovery from the recession of the 
early 1990s as it is a story of economic boom through
the late 1990s and into the next decade.

The CMA of Windsor recorded a slight variation of the
“making progress” pattern. Windsor experienced the
least pronounced mid-decade spike among all CMAs; 
its poverty rate rose only 7.8%, from 14.6% in 1990 to
15.7% in 1995. Between 1995 and 2000, the poverty
rate then fell by 16.1% (to 13.2% in 2000), resulting 
in an overall reduction in the poverty level of 9.5% over
the 1990s. Looking at this one indicator, the impact of
the 1991-1992 recession in Windsor was modest in
comparison with other large urban areas in Canada.

THE IMPACT OF SIZE:
BIGGER IS NOT BETTER
Although all large urban areas experienced the econom-
ic trauma associated with the recession of 1991-1992
and recouped at least some of these losses through 
the last years of the decade, the pattern or trajectory
varied. In seeking to understand the different dynamics
of urban poverty across Canada, we found two conclu-
sions to be immediately evident. First, the experience of
poverty is intricately tied to place – local factors (such
as the demographic composition of populations and the
location of individual communities within the provincial,
national and global economy) are important to the telling
of the urban poverty story in Canada.51 (We will come
back to this theme later.) Second, evidence suggests
that the size of communities, in some cases, may be 
a key factor as well.

Initial examination indicates an overall trend with
respect to size: certainly, larger CMAs appear to have
higher rates of poverty than do smaller CMAs. Exploring

further, however, uncovers trends for three distinct
groups: CMAs with a population of 500,000 or more
(the largest or large CMAs), those with a population
below 500,000 but above 250,000 (medium-sized
CMAs) and those with a population of 250,000 or 
less (the smallest or small CMAs).52

With this typology in mind, we see that the largest CMAs
tended to have the highest rates of poverty in every year
(1990, 1995 and 2000) and the medium-sized urban
areas tended to have the lowest rates. Moreover, increas-
ing population size translates – in general – into higher
poverty rates among medium-sized and large CMAs.
Our analysis reveals a statistically positive relationship
between population size and poverty rates: as the size of
the population increases (after the 250,000 threshold), so
does the poverty rate. However, the rate of increase slows
down when the population is very large; this is indicative
of a “curvilinear” relationship (as size increases, so does
the poverty rate – but not at an even pace throughout).53

Although our analysis of the impact of size on poverty
rates is only preliminary and experimental in nature, it
does suggest a possible population threshold, beyond
which increasing population size brings along a greater
likelihood of higher poverty rates; however, among highly
populated urban areas, the impact of increasing size
diminishes. This pattern does not appear in smaller urban
areas. For smaller CMAs, regression analysis examining
the link between population size and incidence of poverty
indicates that, while place may matter, size does not.54

We have used this preliminary analysis to derive size
cut-offs for the 25 CMAs examined here.

Large CMAs
In general, we found the highest poverty rates among
the largest CMAs (populations above 500,000).
Certainly, the aggregate poverty rate for these CMAs 
in all three years was higher than the aggregate rate of
either the smallest CMAs or the medium-sized CMAs
(see Figure 10). As well, the largest CMAs collectively
experienced a more pronounced spike in poverty rates
in 1995 than either the medium-sized or smallest
CMAs: an overall 28.9% increase in poverty between
1990 and 1995, as compared with 21.8% for medium-
sized CMAs and 17.9% for small CMAs. The rate of
increase in poverty rates ranged from a 9.7% increase
in Edmonton to a 40.9% increase in Toronto. Two-thirds
of the large CMAs experienced increases in poverty in
excess of 20% between 1990 and 1995.

Although the mid-decade spike in poverty among all 
the largest CMAs was quite high, three in this group
stand out: Calgary, Edmonton and Winnipeg. Whereas
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their 1990 poverty rates fit well within the higher rates
experienced by the largest CMAs, their 1995 spikes
were much lower – not only among the large CMAs 
but also among all CMAs. Between 1990 and 1995,
the poverty rates in Calgary and Winnipeg rose by only
11.8% and 11.2%, respectively. Edmonton held to a
9.7% increase in its poverty rate.

These CMAs, notably Calgary and Edmonton, also regis-
tered very strong recoveries in 2000 – the strongest
among all CMAs in this study. On the strength of the
performance of Calgary, Edmonton and Winnipeg, the
entire group of large CMAs recorded the highest aver-
age rate of recovery between 1995 and 2000 (poverty
rates fell by an average of 19.1% among large CMAs,
compared with declines of 15.9% among medium-sized
CMAs and 14.0% among small CMAs).

Over the decade, Calgary and Edmonton pulled away
from the group of large CMAs, with the spread in the
rates of poverty widening. By 2000, both CMAs had
made significant progress in reducing levels of poverty
in their regions. Calgary ended the decade with a
20.5% reduction in its poverty rate, and Edmonton,
with a 16.6% reduction. By this measure, Calgary 
and Edmonton posted the best progress of all the

CMAs. In contrast, Toronto, Vancouver and Hamilton
were worse off at the decade’s end, with respective
increases in poverty rates of 11.0%, 16.3% and 7.8%.
Ottawa-Hull, Québec and Montréal gained no ground
over the decade.

Medium-sized Urban Areas
The overall poverty rates were generally lower among
medium-sized CMAs than among small or large CMAs
over the decade. Oshawa, the smallest of the medium-
sized CMAs, consistently registered the lowest poverty
rates of this group, at 9.2% in 1990, 12.4% in 1995
and 9.4% in 2000. Both London (the largest of the
medium-sized CMAs) and Halifax (a mid-range 
medium-sized CMA) had higher rates of poverty than
the other medium-sized CMAs in 1995 and 2000.

As a group, the medium-sized CMAs experienced an
average increase in poverty rates of 21.8% between
1990 and 1995, ranging from 34.3% in Oshawa to
7.8% in Windsor. Indeed, five of seven medium-sized
CMAs experienced increases in poverty in excess of
20% between 1990 and 1995. Over the next five years,
these CMAs registered an average decline in poverty 
of 15.9%, with Oshawa and Kitchener reporting the
strongest recoveries.

Among medium-sized CMAs, only Windsor posted 
a lower rate of poverty by the end of the decade,
with a 9.5% decrease in the rate. Oshawa, Kitchener,
St. Catharines-Niagara and Victoria recouped the losses
of the early 1990s but made no appreciable progress 
in reducing overall levels of poverty through the decade 
(all were within one percentage point of their 1990
poverty rate). London and Halifax both lost ground 
from 1990 to 2000.

Small CMAs
The overall poverty rate for small CMAs was higher 
than for medium-sized CMAs in 1990, 1995 and 2000,
but lower than for large CMAs. With the exception of
Sudbury and Chicoutimi-Jonquière, the smallest CMAs
experienced the least pronounced mid-decade increase
in poverty compared with medium-sized and large 
CMAs (an average increase of 17.9%). Their pattern 
of recovery was also more muted. Thunder Bay, for
example, experienced almost no recovery between 1995
and 2000. Poverty rates rose from 12.1% in 1990 to
14.5% in 1995 and dropped by a mere 2.6% to 14.1%
in 2000 (an overall decade increase of 16.3%). On
average, this group of CMAs experienced a 14.0%
decline in poverty rates between 1995 and 2000,
lower than for large and medium-sized CMAs.
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FIGURE 10
CHANGE IN POVERTY RATES OVER THE 1990s:
AGGREGATE RATES FOR SMALL, MEDIUM AND LARGE CMAs

1990 1995 2000

Small CMAs Medium CMAs
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Large CMAs

Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development
using data from Statistics Canada’s 2001 Census, custom tabulations.



Sherbrooke was the only small CMA to end the decade
with a lower rate of poverty than at the beginning.
Thunder Bay, Sudbury and St. John’s all lost ground,
while Regina, Chicoutimi-Jonquière, Saint John,
Saskatoon and Trois-Rivières effectively stood still 
during the 1990s (all remained within one percentage
point of their 1990 poverty rate at the decade’s end).

Interestingly, although there was a significant range 
in the poverty rates among small CMAs, the spread
appeared to close over the decade. In 1990, poverty
rates ranged from 20.3% in Trois-Rivières to 12.1% 
in Thunder Bay, a spread of 8.2 percentage points. By
2000, this gap had closed to 5.7 percentage points,
ranging from 19.8% to 14.1%, again in Trois-Rivières
and Thunder Bay, respectively.

SUMMARY
The 1990s was a lost decade for many of Canada’s
largest urban areas. Overall, the rate of poverty rose 
in a majority of CMAs through the 1990s, reflecting 
the deep recession of 1991-1992 and the slow recovery
period that followed. All CMAs experienced significant
mid-decade spikes in poverty (notably Toronto), and all
experienced declines of varying magnitudes between
1995 and 2000 – some (but not all) recouping the 
losses experienced between 1990 and 1995.

By the decade’s end, the pattern of urban poverty 
in Canada had shifted somewhat (see Figure 11).
Vancouver and Thunder Bay had higher rates of poverty
than at the beginning (a 16.3% increase for both). At
the same time, Calgary and Edmonton – areas that had
been hit dramatically by the 1981-1982 recession –
experienced sizable reductions in poverty through the
1990s. Calgary and Edmonton were able to move from
the “high poverty” group of CMAs (those with above
average poverty rates) in 1990 to the “low poverty”
group by 2000.

Our analysis confirms that both size and place are
important in understanding urban poverty trends.
Evidence suggests that the size of a CMA (after some
critical population mass has been achieved) is one of
several factors influencing the dynamics of poverty in
large urban areas.

20 CANADIAN COUNCIL ON SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT



21URBAN POVERTY IN CANADA, 1990 to 2000

FIGURE 11 
POPULATION AND POVERTY RATES, SELECT CMAs and CSDs, 2000

Large CMAs
(with populations  CSDs Poverty
of 500,000+) CMAs (Large cities within CMAs) Population rate (%)

Toronto 4,633,415 16.7
Toronto (c) 2,446,700 22.6
Mississauga 609,790 12.7
Brampton 323,860 10.8
Markham 207,700 12.6
Vaughan 181,470 8.2
Oakville 143,520 7.8
Richmond Hill 131,385 12.6

Montréal 3,367,785 22.2
Montréal (c) 1,012,375 33.9
Laval 338,220 16.0
Longueuil 126,430 25.2

Vancouver 1,955,015 20.8
Vancouver (c) 538,095 27.0
Surrey 345,065 18.3
Burnaby 190,665 26.4
Richmond 163,250 23.9
Coquitlam 111,330 21.4

Ottawa-Hull 1,046,670 15.0
Ottawa (c) 760,525 23.1
Gatineau 102,150 16.0
Hull (c) 64,910 23.1

Calgary 938,435 14.1
Calgary (c) 868,810 14.9

Edmonton 919,820 16.2
Edmonton (c) 654,880 20.0

Québec 666,120 18.9
Québec (c) 164,555 30.6

Winnipeg 656,690 19.2
Winnipeg (c) 606,495 20.3

Hamilton 653,145 16.7
Hamilton (c) 482,670 25.4
Burlington 149,605 8.1

Notes: This table is organized by the size of the population centre.
(c) denotes central city 

The rates of low income for all CSDs have been calculated using the 1990 boundaries.

Individuals in the Yukon, Northwest Territories, and Nunavut are excluded from these low income statistics, as are those living on Indian 
reserves and those in collective dwellings.

Large cities are defined as those with populations of 100,000 or more, or those that historically have been a central city of a CMA.
Kingston and Abbotsford were not part of a CMA in 1996 and therefore are not included in this analysis.

Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development using data from Statistics Canada’s 1991, 1996 and 2001 Censuses,
custom tabulations.
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FIGURE 11 (CONTINUED)

POPULATION AND POVERTY RATES, SELECT CMAs and CSDs, 2000

Medium-sized CMAs
(with populations CSDs Poverty
of 250,000 to 499,999) CMAs (Large cities within CMAs) Population rate (%)

London 426,295 15.1
London (c) 332,240 16.8

Kitchener 408,720 11.3
Kitchener (c) 187,790 13.3
Cambridge 108,825 10.1

St. Catharines-Niagara 369,190 13.2
St. Catharines (c) 126,620 15.5
Niagara (c) 77,565 14.4

Halifax 354,420 15.5
Halifax (c) 354,420 23.1

Windsor 304,195 13.2
Windsor (c) 205,210 16.8

Victoria 300,350 14.4
Saanich 101,975 11.7
Victoria (c) 70,920 24.5

Oshawa 292,365 9.4
Oshawa (c) 137,210 13.5

Small CMAs
(with populations of CSDs Poverty
100,000 to 249,999) CMAs (Large cities within CMAs) Population rate (%)

Saskatoon 221,720 18.0
Saskatoon (c) 193,170 19.7

Regina 189,370 15.5
Regina (c) 175,080 16.4

St. John’s 170,490 17.4
St. John’s (c) 97,335 21.0

Greater Sudbury 153,190 14.9
Sudbury (c) 153,190 18.8

Chicoutimi-Jonquière 152,045 16.4
Chicoutimi (c) 58,400 17.0
Jonquière (c) 53,960 18.0

Sherbrooke 149,255 18.5
Sherbrooke (c) 72,615 25.2

Trois-Rivières 133,495 19.8
Trois-Rivières (c) 44,295 27.2

Saint John 120,935 17.8
Saint John (c) 68,125 24.5

Thunder Bay 119,330 14.1
Thunder Bay (c) 106,990 15.1

Notes: This table is organized by the size of the population centre.
(c) denotes central city 

The rates of low income for all CSDs have been calculated using the 1990 boundaries.

Individuals in the Yukon, Northwest Territories, and Nunavut are excluded from these low income statistics, as are those living on Indian 
reserves and those in collective dwellings.

Large cities are defined as those with populations of 100,000 or more, or those that historically have been a central city of a CMA.
Kingston and Abbotsford were not part of a CMA in 1996 and therefore are not included in this analysis.

Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development using data from Statistics Canada’s 1991, 1996 and 2001 Censuses, custom tabulations.



Examining our data at the CMA level provides a view of
what happens in large urban areas as a whole. However,
a complex story emerges from within these areas as
well. Poverty is not evenly spread within these CMAs.
Many comprise a mix of smaller cities along with the
communities and suburban areas that surround them.
The importance of how the population and economic
infrastructure is configured within these large urban
areas is best illustrated by exploring what happens 
within them.

In this chapter, we examine CSDs,55 focusing on large
cities within CMAs. As stated earlier, CMAs consist of
one or more adjacent municipalities situated around a
major urban core. These areas have a high degree of
social and economic integration with the urban core.
This does not mean, however, that they all face the
same economic and social problems. Poverty rates in
cities within the same CMA often vary; this is not a
function of size. Although the poverty rates of cities
located in larger CMAs tend to be higher than those of
cities in medium-sized or small CMAs,56 a large range
of poverty rates exists among CSDs of similar size.

Cities are established through provincial statutes and 
are not always defined consistently. The boundaries and
names of CSDs/municipalities/cities can change from one
census to the next because of annexations, dissolutions
and incorporations.57 These changes often result in fewer,
larger CSDs, which make historical data analyses more
complex. Between the 1996 and 2001 Censuses, several
cities and municipalities underwent significant changes to
their boundaries. Toronto, Ottawa, Halifax, Sudbury and
Hamilton all experienced boundary changes.

An example will help to illustrate how a change in the
boundary of a CSD may cause complications. At present
(and for the 2001 Census), the City of Ottawa includes
the former cities/townships of Cumberland, Gloucester,
Goulbourn, Kanata, Nepean, Osgoode, Ottawa, Rideau,
Rockcliffe Park, Vanier and West Carleton.58 The poverty
rate of this new, larger City of Ottawa was 15.0% in
2000. Using the 1990 boundaries, however, we calculate
the poverty rate for Ottawa in 2000 to be 23.1% – a
decrease of 5.2 percentage points, not 13.3 percentage
points, from the 1995 level. Therefore, for comparative
purposes, we have used the 1990 boundaries to calculate
poverty rates in this report.

Figure 12 presents poverty rates for selected large 
cities in 1990, 1995 and 2000, organized by the 
poverty rate of CSDs in 1990 (based on 1990 bound-
aries). It reveals the tremendous variation in poverty 
rates among cities. In 2000, for example, the CSD of
Montréal had the highest poverty rate at 33.9%, followed
by Québec (30.6%) and Trois-Rivières (27.2%). Unlike the
1996 Census results, where four of the five cities with 
the highest poverty rates were found in the province of
Quebec, cities in British Columbia appeared in the top 
five in the 2001 Census findings. Consistent with previous
years, Oakville had the lowest poverty rate in 2000 at
7.8%. In general, cities in southern Ontario had the 
lowest poverty rates across the country.

Overall, cities in larger CMAs had higher rates of poverty
than those in smaller and medium-sized CMAs in 1990,
1995 and 2000. There was also greater variation in the
poverty rates of CSDs located within large CMAs than
among those of CSDs in medium-sized and small CMAs.

CHAPTER 5:
PATTERNS IN 
LARGE CITIES
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For example, among CSDs within large CMAs in 2000,
there was a 26.1 percentage point spread in poverty
rates (ranging from 7.8% for Oakville to 33.9% for
Montréal). Among CSDs within medium-sized CMAs,
there was a 14.4 percentage point spread (ranging from
10.1% for Cambridge to 24.5% for Victoria). Among
CSDs within small CMAs, there was a 10.8 percentage 
point spread (ranging from 16.4% in Regina to 27.2%
in Trois-Rivières). Stated another way, among large
CMAs, Montréal’s poverty rate was 4.3 times that of
Oakville; among medium-sized CMAs, Victoria’s poverty
rate was 2.4 times that of Cambridge; and among 
small CMAs, Trois-Rivière’s poverty rate was 1.8 times
that of Regina.

Further, there was also tremendous variation among
large cities (CSDs) located within the same CMA. Large
cities that border each other or are found within close
proximity of each other in a single CMA can have dra-
matically different poverty profiles. More specifically,
central or core cities have tended to have higher rates
of poverty than adjacent or neighbouring “suburban”
cities – in Canada and other countries. This complexity
is best exemplified by a closer examination of Canada’s
largest CMAs – Toronto, Montréal and Vancouver.

Within the CMA of Toronto, for example, Oakville,
Vaughan, Markham, Brampton, Richmond Hill and
Mississauga all had much lower rates of poverty in
1990, 1995 and 2000 than the core city of Toronto.
These six CSDs consistently ranked among the top 
10 CSDs nationally with the lowest rates of poverty.
In comparison, the core city of Toronto ranked 28th,
34th and 30th, respectively, in those years. In each 
of the three years, the poverty rate of the City of 
Toronto was nearly three times that of neighbouring
Oakville. When we look at the percentage point spread
between these two neighbours, we see a 12.4 point
spread in 1990 that grew to a 17.7 point spread in
1995 and then fell back to a 14.8 point spread by 
the end of the decade.

We find a similar story within the CMA of Montréal.
While the core city of Montréal had the highest rate 
of poverty in the country, ranking 44th of 44 CSDs in
each year reported here, the neighbouring city of Laval
ranked 20th and 22nd in 1990 and 1995 and ended 
the decade in 17th place. The spread between the 
two was 17.2 percentage points in 1990, rising to 
19.8 percentage points in 1995 and then ending 
the decade at 17.9 percentage points. In each year

specified, the poverty rate in the city of Montréal was
close to two times that of Laval. (The CSD of Longueuil,
also located within the CMA of Montréal, registered
poverty rates that ranked between those of its neigh-
bours during the 1990s.)

Like Toronto and Montréal, the CSDs within the CMA of
Vancouver had different poverty profiles. Again, it was
the core city – Vancouver in this case – that registered
the highest poverty rates. In 1990, the core city of
Vancouver ranked 40th of 44 CSDs, with a poverty 
rate of 24.8%. The neighbouring cities of Coquitlam,
Richmond, Surrey and Burnaby held more favourable
positions, ranking 13th, 17th, 19th and 27th, respectively.
By 1995, however, poverty profiles within the CMA of
Vancouver had changed dramatically. All of the CSDs
lost ground; none fully recovered by the end of the
decade. By 2000, the spread in poverty rates among 
the CSDs within the CMA of Vancouver had closed 
substantially. For example, Burnaby ended the decade
ranked 40th (from 27th in 1990) – just behind the city 
of Vancouver in 41st place. Coquitlam fell from 13th to
29th position between 1990 and 2000. This examination
of poverty within the CMA of Vancouver demonstrates
the complexities of this problem and reminds us of 
the dynamic character of urban poverty.

The variation evident within Toronto, Montréal and
Vancouver adds another layer of complexity to the
dynamics of poverty in CMAs. Just as there are pro-
nounced differences in poverty levels within CMAs
between the large cities (CSDs) and the urban and 
rural fringes (the remainder of the CMA), as shown in
Chapter 3, there also are differences between large
central or core cities and other large “suburban” CSDs.
For example, in 2000, Canada’s core cities as a group
had an aggregate poverty rate of 20.9%, whereas sub-
urban cities – those CSDs that have grown up around
central cities – had an aggregate rate of 14.8%.59

(This discussion is developed further in Poverty by
Geography: Urban Poverty in Canada, 2000, which 
will also be available on the CCSD website.) 

Figure 12 also shows that there was little or no change
throughout the 1990s in terms of poverty ranking
among CSDs for those with the lowest and the highest
rates of poverty. Trois Rivières, Québec and Montréal,
for example, ranked 42nd, 43rd and 44th, respectively,
in both 1990 and 2000, having the highest rates of
poverty. Similarly, Oakville ranked in first place with 
the lowest rate of poverty throughout the decade. We
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FIGURE 12 
POVERTY RATES AND RANKING FOR CSDs, 1990 to 2000

1990 1995 2000 Change in Rank
CSDs Rank Pov. rate (%) Rank Pov. rate (%) Rank Pov. rate (%) 1990 to 2000
Oakville 1 6.7 1 9.9 1 7.8 0

Vaughan 2 7.4 3 12.1 3 8.2 -1

Markham 3 7.5 7 14.6 7 12.6 -4

Burlington 4 7.9 2 10.4 2 8.1 2

Brampton 5 8.5 5 13.6 5 10.8 0

Richmond Hill 6 8.6 12 17.5 8 12.6 -2

Saanich 7 10.6 4 12.9 6 11.7 1

Mississauga 8 10.9 10 16.4 9 12.7 -1

Cambridge 9 11.9 6 13.7 4 10.1 5

Oshawa 10 12.2 9 16.3 11 13.5 -1

Thunder Bay 11 12.9 8 15.3 14 15.1 -3

Kitchener 12 13.0 11 16.8 10 13.3 2

St. Catharines 14 14.0 13 17.8 15 15.5 -1

Coquitlam 13 14.0 24 22.3 29 21.4 -16

Gatineau 15 14.5 17 19.5 16 16.0 -1

Niagara Falls 16 15.0 14 18.2 12 14.4 4

London 18 15.2 16 18.8 19 16.8 -1

Richmond 17 15.2 31 26.0 34 23.9 -17

Surrey 19 15.7 21 21.4 23 18.3 -4

Laval 20 16.1 22 21.4 17 16.0 3

Regina 21 16.4 15 18.3 18 16.4 3

Greater Sudbury 22 16.5 20 21.2 24 18.8 -2

Chicoutimi 23 16.9 23 21.6 21 17.0 2

Jonquière 24 17.7 27 23.5 22 18.0 2

Calgary 25 17.8 19 20.6 13 14.9 12

Windsor 26 18.4 18 19.6 20 16.8 6

Burnaby 27 18.5 36 27.8 40 26.4 -13

Toronto 28 19.1 34 27.6 30 22.6 -2

Halifax 29 19.6 29 24.5 31 23.1 -2

Saskatoon 30 20.0 25 22.8 25 19.7 5

St. John’s 31 20.7 26 23.4 28 21.0 3

Winnipeg 32 21.1 28 24.3 27 20.3 5

Ottawa 33 21.1 37 28.3 32 23.1 1

Hamilton 34 21.5 35 27.6 39 25.4 -5

Saint John 35 21.9 33 27.0 36 24.5 -1

Edmonton 36 22.8 32 26.0 26 20.0 10

Victoria 37 23.5 30 25.1 35 24.5 2

(table continues on next page)



see more movement, however, among CSDs located
within the middle ranks. Among 44 CSDs (using consis-
tent boundaries across all three Census years), only 
17 changed rank by four or more places during the
decade. The greatest changes in ranking occurred for
Coquitlam, Richmond, Burnaby, Calgary and Edmonton –
all located within larger CMAs. Overall, there was less
variation in poverty rates over the decade among CSDs
in smaller CMAs than among those in larger CMAs.60

As with our analysis of CMAs, we can further group
these CSDs according to their poverty dynamics 
during the 1990s: treading water, losing ground or 
making progress.

Treading Water
One group of CSDs experienced little change in their
poverty status over the 1990s. The rate of poverty in
2000 was within one percentage point of the rate
recorded in 1990 for about one-third (16) of the 
44 CSDs examined here. Roughly half of these 
CSDs (typically those with comparatively lower rates 
of poverty) experienced high spikes in their rate of
poverty in 1995 (over 20%) and, in turn, had relatively
strong recovery periods, as reflected in their return 

to near pre-recessionary levels in the later half of 
the decade. For instance, the rate of poverty rose in
Laval by 32.9% between 1990 and 1995, and then
declined by 25.2% by 2000. Economic volatility was
less pronounced in other CSDs such as Regina. With 
the exception of Windsor and Victoria, Regina recorded
the smallest increase in poverty rates from 1990 to
1995 (11.6%) and one of the smallest reductions 
from 1995 to 2000 (10.4%).

Losing Ground
Over half of the CSDs examined (23 of 44) lost ground
during the 1990s, ending the decade with higher rates
of poverty than in 1990. Almost all of these CSDs (21 of
23) experienced sharp increases in poverty (in excess 
of 20%) between 1990 and 1995. Indeed, the poverty
rate climbed by over 50% in seven of these CSDs by
mid-decade – for Richmond Hill, the poverty rate rose
by over 100%. Predictably, this group of CSDs also
tended to experience smaller drops in poverty between
1995 and 2000 than CSDs that made progress in
reducing poverty or those that saw little or no change 
in their poverty status.
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FIGURE 12 (CONTINUED)

POVERTY RATES AND RANKING FOR CSDS, 1990 to 2000

1990 1995 2000 Change in Rank
CSDs Rank Pov. rate (%) Rank Pov. rate (%) Rank Pov. rate (%) 1990 to 2000

Hull 38 23.9 38 29.2 33 23.1 5

Longueuil 39 24.3 40 30.3 38 25.2 1

Vancouver 40 24.8 42 31.0 41 27.0 -1

Sherbrooke 41 26.3 39 29.7 37 25.2 4

Trois-Rivières 42 27.7 41 30.8 42 27.2 0

Québec 43 29.3 43 34.7 43 30.6 0

Montréal 44 33.3 44 41.2 44 33.9 0

Notes: Individuals in the Yukon, Northwest Territories, and Nunavut are excluded from these low income statistics, as are those living on Indian
reserves and those in collective dwellings.

Large cities are defined as those with populations of 100,000 or more, or those that historically have been a central city of a CMA. Kingston 
and Abbotsford were not part of a CMA in 1996 and therefore are not included in this analysis.

The rates of low income for all CSDs have been calculated using the 1990 boundaries.

Source: Prepared by the Canadian Council on Social Development using data from Statistics Canada’s 1991, 1996 and 2001 Censuses,
custom tabulations.



The most notable trend among the cities that lost
ground through the 1990s was the growth in the 
poverty rate among a select number of suburban CSDs.
The CSDs of Coquitlam, Richmond and Burnaby, for
instance, had poverty rates more similar to the rate of
their anchor or core city of Vancouver by the end of the
1990s than at the beginning. All of these CSDs experi-
enced an increase in poverty of over 45% between
1990 and 2000. The growth of poverty among these
suburban cities was a significant factor behind the
increases in the poverty rate of the Greater Vancouver
Regional District through the 1990s. In the Greater
Toronto Area, Markham and Richmond Hill experienced
high growth in their rates of poverty over this period 
as well, closing the gap between them and the City 
of Toronto – but not to the same extent as seen in
Vancouver’s Lower Mainland.

Making Progress
Five of the 44 CSDs examined in this study – Cambridge,
Calgary, Windsor, Edmonton and Sherbrooke – made
progress in reducing poverty over the decade. As a group,
these CSDs experienced lower mid-decade spikes in
poverty and relatively strong recoveries. Calgary and
Edmonton both registered lower poverty rates and
improved poverty rankings in 2000 compared with 1990.

SUMMARY
Overall, the trends evident among CMAs were also 
evident among CSDs. Most large cities struggled with
the recession of the early 1990s and most experienced
slow recoveries. A majority did not fully recoup their
mid-decade losses. However, Calgary and Edmonton
again stood out as having experienced significant 
reductions in poverty at the CSD level.

There continued to be tremendous variation in rates 
of poverty among cities within the same CMA. As was
clear from this analysis, poverty was not evenly spread
within these large urban areas. Within all CMAs, central
or core cities had substantially higher poverty rates 
than suburban CSDs located in the remainder of the
CMA, and poor residents were more likely to live there.
However, in the Greater Vancouver Regional District,
there was evidence of growing rates of poverty among
its suburban cities – namely, Coquitlam, Richmond and
Burnaby. Whether this is a sign of a new, broader trend
towards the suburbanization of poverty in some loca-
tions remains to be seen. For now, it is evidence of 
the changing patterns of urban poverty in Canada.
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So why did some urban areas in Canada gain ground in
terms of poverty rates over the 1990s? Why did others
lose ground and yet others tread water? Is it enough to
look at overall poverty rates when trying to understand
these complex dynamics? The “tales” below are illustra-
tive of the varied stories of urban poverty in the 1990s,
pointing out the range of local factors that influence the
dynamics of poverty in urban Canada.

MAKING PROGRESS: CALGARY-
EDMONTON CORRIDOR
In terms of making progress in poverty rates, one in 
five CMAs examined in this report registered some 
overall improvement by the end of the 1990s. For 
most of these CMAs, the improvement was less than
10% (typically less than two percentage points). Two
CMAs, however, experienced noteworthy improvement.
Edmonton and Calgary not only had the greatest 
proportional drops in poverty rates of any CMA between
1990 and 2000 (16.6% and 20.5%, respectively), but
together they “bucked the trend” among the largest
CMAs by appearing to make great strides in the fight
against poverty. But “all that glitters is not gold” – 
even when “black gold” is involved.

The Calgary-Edmonton Corridor is an area in Alberta
extending from Calgary in the south to Edmonton in the
north and including about 90% of Alberta’s population.
It has become one of the most important economic
regions in Canada, exhibiting positive momentum since
the mid-1990s – a momentum related to the “vast
wealth of natural resources, a rapidly growing and

youthful population and low business costs.”61 On any
number of economic indicators, this region stands out 
in Canada, and this type of economic performance was
evident even during the 1990s.

“Among the provinces, Alberta has shown the steadiest
employment growth over the longest period.”62 Between
1995 and 2000, Alberta registered the highest average
rate of employment growth in the country.63 According
to Statistics Canada,64 among all provinces in 1990,
1997 and 2003, Alberta registered:

• the highest number of hours worked per population
aged 15 and older; 

• the highest GDP per hours worked; and 

• the highest GDP per capita.

The booming Alberta economy, particularly in the
Calgary-Edmonton Corridor, was being fuelled largely 
by the strength of its energy sector. In 2000, 22% of
Alberta’s GDP flowed from primary sector industries
(mostly oil and gas).65,66 The proximity of these natural
resources to the Calgary-Edmonton Corridor, coupled
with a “highly competitive business environment,”67

has been a major factor in the health of the Alberta
economy.

With all this positive economic news – decreasing 
rates of poverty in the late 1990s and abundant evi-
dence of economic prosperity – one might conclude 
that the Calgary-Edmonton Corridor had met the chal-
lenge of urban poverty head on and won. The findings
for the Corridor are particularly striking given the rise 
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in poverty and inequality experienced after the 
1981-1982 recession in Alberta. But, masked by all
these indicators are some other disturbing findings.
There is evidence that, while the proportion of people
living in a low income situation (the rate of low income)
in Calgary and Edmonton decreased during the last part
of the 1990s, the depth of low income (the difference
between the Low Income Cut-off [LICO] and the average
income of those living below it) may have increased,
largely because of declining transfer benefits.68 In 
other words, there may have been a lower proportion 
of people who were poor, but those who were poor
experienced a greater depth of poverty.

According to the Edmonton Social Planning Council,69

the use of food banks peaked in Edmonton in 1996;
however, at the end of the decade, food bank usage
(rate per 1,000 population) was still 28% higher than 
it was in 1993. Similarly, the personal bankruptcy rate
(per 1,000 population) peaked in 1997, but failed to
decrease substantially by the decade’s end. In fact,
the personal bankruptcy rate in Edmonton in 2000 was
nearly three times what it was in 1993.

Even more conflicting evidence comes to the fore 
when we look at housing. Calgary, for example,
registered an extremely high rate of growth in home
ownership between 1996 and 2001 compared with
other CMAs across the country (with an increase in
home ownership of 47.7%).70 According to Canada
Mortgage and Housing Corporation,71 “in recent years,
housing starts in Calgary, the fastest-growing city in
Canada, have approached the number in Montréal, a
city nearly four times larger.” But, as noted by Elisabeth
Ballerman of the Health Sciences Association of
Alberta,72 there is a “dark side” to this boom: “the 
spectacular rise in residential housing prices. For some,
they mean a sudden windfall, if only on paper. For oth-
ers, home ownership has either become a pipe dream,
or is accompanied by high ratio mortgages with terms
as long as 35 years. For many, however, the question 
is one of being able to find housing, any housing, even
with what is considered a good income.” Ballerman also
points out that the most “disturbing implications” are 
for “the most vulnerable in our society” as vacancies 
for affordable housing disappear.

For those living in the Calgary-Edmonton Corridor, the
1990s were merely the opening chapter in the complex
relationship between economic prosperity and the fight
against poverty. Since the most recent poverty rates we
examine in this study are from the 2001 Census data,

we also can tap into other sources of data that examine
the late 1990s and beyond to understand more about
the situation in the Corridor and put things in perspec-
tive. For example, in its 2006 Position Paper, the Alberta
Housing Coalition reveals that, “since 1996, the number
of homeless people in Calgary has grown more than
458% (The City of Calgary Biennial Homeless Count)
while the total population of the city itself has only
grown by approximately 28%.” It is estimated that “as
many as 50% of people living in Calgary’s emergency
shelters have jobs. Many are working for minimum 
wage and simply cannot afford market housing.”73

Similarly, according to the Edmonton Housing Trust 
Fund Homeless Count (2004), the homeless count in
Edmonton continued to rise after the 1990s ended.
Between 2002 and 2004, the number of homeless 
people in Edmonton increased by an estimated 14.5%.
Perhaps even more disturbing is the finding that 
120 families with 276 children under age 17 were
included in those counts.74

With a rapidly growing economy and high migration
from other parts of Canada, the Calgary-Edmonton
Corridor was subject to housing shortages beginning 
in the mid-1990s. However, with rapid increases in
housing starts, the real problem has become affordable
housing. In fact, the problem is both a lack of affordable
housing and inadequate wages for those at the bottom
end of the wage spectrum. In a 2007 report,75 Public
Interest Alberta provides a closer look at the reality of
living with low wages in Alberta. The organization pro-
duces numerous profiles of the working poor (different
combinations of family types for those working in 
minimum wage jobs at $7 per hour and those earning
$12 per hour) and compares these profiles with esti-
mated average living costs. Although the average 
wage rate for Albertans is relatively high (estimated 
to be $20.08 per hour in September 2005), there 
are still many who earn comparatively low wages. For
example, “one-quarter of employed Albertans earned
less than $12 per hour in 2005.”76 These low wage
earners fell short of meeting the estimated costs of 
living in Alberta.77 Public Interest Alberta provides the
following details:

• “The pooled income of two minimum wage earners
falls short of covering the monthly costs for an 
individual, let alone a family of four.”

• For those earning $12 per hour, “individuals and
dual-income families of four earn about two-thirds 
of their estimated living costs.”
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During the 1990s, these trends toward inadequate living
wages for those at the bottom end of the scale began
along with increasing incomes for those at the top end.
As noted by the TD Bank Financial Group,78 there was
a “growing gap between the ‘have’ and ‘have-not’ 
residents of the Corridor.” According to Patricia
Lawrence in a study for the Parkland Institute, “the 
top 30 percent of income earners took home over 
half (52.7%) of the total market income in Alberta and
the bottom 30 percent took home slightly more than 
10 percent (10.3%).”79 However, there was little impact
from taxes and transfers in correcting this inequity.

These wage trends were coupled with changes to the
government transfer system. During the 1990s, Alberta
welfare incomes as a percentage of the LICO fell steadi-
ly. For single employable persons, the Alberta welfare
income dropped from 39% of the LICO in 1991 to 27%
in 2001. For persons with disabilities, the welfare
income peaked at 60% of the LICO in 1991, then fell
dramatically in 1992 to 45% of the LICO and hovered
near this mark for the duration of the decade, register-
ing at 40% of the LICO in 2001. For lone parents with
one child, the welfare income peaked at 57% of the
LICO in 1991 and declined during the decade to 49% 
in 2001. For couples with two children, the welfare

income as a percentage of the LICO was highest in
1991 at 62%, falling steadily during the decade to 
52% in 2001.80,81 

As noted by Picot and colleagues,82 “in Alberta, declines
in transfers raised low income intensity by 22 percent,
which was partially offset by higher earnings (10 per-
cent) for a net change of 12 percent. The changes in
transfers mainly affected the low income gap, and tend-
ed to increase the gap by 16 percent over the 1990s.”
So, while we find falling rates in the incidence of low
income in these Alberta CMAs during the 1990s (fewer
people falling below the LICO), the intensity of poverty
for those who were poor increased. As noted by the 
City Forecast Committee of Edmonton,83 “the rich 
got richer and the poor got poorer.” The case of the
Calgary-Edmonton Corridor during the 1990s and even
beyond demonstrates the complexities of poverty and
the fact that economic booms can bring with them 
prosperity for some, but deep poverty challenges for
many others.

A variety of local initiatives throughout Alberta are tack-
ling the challenges associated with the “dark side of the
boom.” Organizations such as Public Interest Alberta,84

the Edmonton Social Planning Council,85 the Alberta
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Housing Coalition,86 the United Way87 and municipal
government organizations across the province such as
the City of Calgary’s Community and Neighbourhood
Services88 – to name only a few – are all involved in
monitoring the “crisis” and developing strategies to
ameliorate the negative consequences of the phenome-
nal growth that Alberta continues to experience.

LOSING GROUND: GREATER
VANCOUVER REGIONAL DISTRICT
For nearly a third of the CMAs examined here, the
1990s weren’t simply a lost decade – they were a
decade of loss. Among the CMAs experiencing a set-
back in the fight against poverty, Vancouver tied with
Thunder Bay as the CMA losing the most ground in
terms of poverty rates, with a 16.3% increase in the
rate of poverty between 1990 and 2000. Moreover,
among the CMAs experiencing higher decade-end
poverty rates, it was Vancouver that registered the 
highest poverty rate in each of the three Census years.
Even Thunder Bay, which suffered a similar percentage
rise in the rate of poverty throughout the decade, did 
not have such a high rate. By the decade’s end, the
poverty rate in Vancouver was 20.8%, compared with
14.1% for Thunder Bay and 17.4% for St. John’s 
(the second highest rate in this group).

Although the economic recovery was underway in most
other parts of Canada by the end of the 1990s, British
Columbia continued in a slump. As noted by White and
colleagues,89 “BC’s real GDP per capita fell from 8%
above the average in the rest of Canada in 1992 to 8%
below by 2001, after which it began to recover.” The
prolonged economic downturn of the 1990s in British
Columbia can be associated with a 25% reduction in
residential construction during the 1990s, market 
difficulties experienced with non-energy resources 
(such as forestry and mining) and the impact of the
1997-1998 Asian crisis. During the last couple of
decades, the economy of British Columbia has become
quite closely linked with that of Asia. In response to the
monetary crisis that began to hit Asia in 1997, there
was a decrease in exports from British Columbia during
the last part of the decade. While the rest of Canada
was in recovery mode from the recession of the early
1990s, British Columbia (Vancouver and area, in 
particular) was being hit with a new economic crisis.
This impact is reflected in the 2000 poverty statistics 
for Vancouver.

According to White and colleagues,90 the British
Columbia economy has strengthened since 2001.
However, there has also been a shift in the nature of
exports (decreasing proportion of exports in forestry
products) and the destination of such exports (increas-
ing exports to Asia and decreasing exports to the United
States). This suggests that, in future, we are likely to
see poverty in Vancouver being increasingly linked to
economic trends in Asia and not just in North America.
Again, this underlies the need for “place-based” analysis
when dealing with poverty at the local level.

The Greater Vancouver Regional District comprises 
several large cities. In the past, it was the historic core
of this large urban area (the CSD of Vancouver) that 
registered the highest rates of poverty. For example,
in 1990, the poverty rate in the CSD of Vancouver was
24.8%, ranking it in 40th position among the 44 CSDs
considered in this study. In the surrounding cities of
Coquitlam, Richmond, Surrey and Burnaby, the poverty
rates were much lower (14.0%, 15.2%, 15.7% and
18.5%, respectively).

By 1995, however, these surrounding cities began to
display poverty rates much more similar to the historic
core. The poverty rate rose to 22.3% in Coquitlam,
26.0% in Richmond, 21.4% in Surrey and 27.8% in
Burnaby. At the same time, the poverty rate in the CSD
of Vancouver rose to 31%. These mid-decade increases
also caused the CSDs within the CMA of Vancouver 
to drop in their poverty rate ranking among the 44 CSDs
considered here. Coquitlam dropped from 13th to 
24th rank; Richmond, from 17th to 31st; Surrey, from 
19th to 21st; Burnaby, from 27th to 36th; and Vancouver,
from 40th to 42nd. The city of Vancouver and its 
surrounding suburban cities are an example of the
increasing “suburbanization” of poverty.

Although the poverty rates within all CSDs in the CMA of
Vancouver decreased somewhat from their mid-decade
highs by 2000, the decreases were slight and left the
cities with poverty rates well above pre-recessionary
levels. In terms of rank change throughout the decade,
it was large cities within the CMA of Vancouver that suf-
fered by far the greatest losses. Throughout the course
of the 1990s, the CSDs in the CMA of Vancouver had
dropped as follows:

• Richmond dropped 17 places.

• Coquitlam dropped 16 places.

• Burnaby dropped 13 places.

• Surrey dropped 4 places.

• Vancouver dropped 1 place.
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The dynamics of poverty within the CMA of Vancouver
have also been strongly attached to the recent immi-
grant population. Heisz and McLeod91 found that the
poverty rate among recent immigrants in the CMA of
Vancouver increased from 26.7% in 1990 to 37.4% in
2000; the increase among those who were not recent
immigrants was considerably less (from 14.7% to
15.4%). Heisz and McLeod also established that recent
immigrants made up an increasing proportion of the
population in the CMA of Vancouver throughout the
1990s (from 8.8% in 1990 to 16.6% in 2000). During
this same period, however, their share of the poor popu-
lation grew even more – from 14.9% in 1990 (when
they formed 8.8% of the general population) to 32.6%
in 2000 (when they formed 16.6% of the population).
It appears that the negative impact of the recession of
the early 1990s along with the slow recovery of the late
1990s in British Columbia was disproportionately borne
by the recent immigrant population. Heisz92 points out 
in another article that, “[in] Toronto and Vancouver, the
employment rate fell substantially only among recent
immigrants.” Recent immigrants were increasingly more

likely to work part-time or part-year. As well, they were
more likely to be underemployed. “In Vancouver, for
example, 31% of recent immigrants with a university
degree were employed in jobs with low-skill levels,
compared with 13% of Canadian-born graduates”93

by 2000.94

These dynamics in Vancouver were at play against the
backdrop of welfare policy changes during the 1990s.
From mid-decade onward, welfare incomes as a propor-
tion of the LICO began to drop as the British Columbia
government tightened welfare eligibility rules – resulting
in a drop in caseload numbers – as well as making
some cuts to the benefit rates.95 The dramatic drop in
the overall poverty ranking of the CSDs within Vancouver
is not surprising given the likely interaction of economic
trends affecting the province and these welfare policy
changes. The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives
and the Social Planning and Research Council of B.C.96

provide a discussion of changes to the welfare system
in British Columbia, warning that changes made again 
in 2002 must be monitored closely. Since poverty data
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from the 2006 Census are not yet available at the 
time of writing, it will be interesting to see what has
happened to poverty rates within Vancouver between 
the 2001 and 2006 Censuses. The report entitled
Vancouver’s Vital Signs97 points to numerous warning
signals looking forward, including the “significant 
growth in the number of homeless counted in the City 
of Vancouver. Between 2002 and 2005, the number 
of homeless increased 106%.”

Community groups in the Greater Vancouver Regional
District have been engaged in anti-poverty initiatives for
many years. Historically, these efforts have focused on
areas such as the Lower Eastside; more recently, groups
have formed such as Vibrant Communities-Surrey to
tackle growing poverty in other communities across 
the Lower Mainland.

TREADING WATER: SAINT JOHN 
For nearly half the CMAs examined here, there was
nearly no change in poverty rates from 1990 to 2000.
Despite experiencing a mid-decade spike in response 
to the recession, these CMAs either recovered or very
nearly recovered to their pre-recessionary poverty levels.
In the middle of this pack, we find the CMA of Saint
John, New Brunswick. Although almost unremarkable
among the CMAs that were “treading water” during the
1990s, Saint John is actually an excellent example of
the persistence of high poverty and the concentration 
of poverty within the urban core.

When we look at the CMA level, we find Saint John to
be a good example of treading water – a poverty rate 
of 17.3% in 1990 that spiked to 20% in 1995 and fell
back to 17.8% in 2000. However, if we examine the
CSD of Saint John, we find a more disturbing trend. At
the beginning of the decade, the urban core (CSD) of
Saint John registered a higher poverty rate (21.9%) 
than the entire CMA (17.3%). By mid-decade, the poverty
rate in the CSD of Saint John had spiked to 27%, com-
pared with 20% in the CMA. However, while the CMA of
Saint John recovered to near pre-recessionary levels by
2000, its urban core did not. In the CSD of Saint John,
the poverty rate dropped from the mid-decade high of
27% to only 24.5% in 2000. This drop did not return
the CSD of Saint John to its pre-recessionary level (of
21.9%). So, while it appears that the CMA of Saint John
was treading water during the 1990s, the urban core

was actually losing ground. In Saint John’s case,
examining poverty rates over time at the CMA level
masks the dynamics of poverty within this large 
urban area.

As noted by Kurt Peacock in a 2005 report entitled
Poverty and Plenty: A Statistical Snapshot of the Quality
of Life in Greater Saint John,98 “it is fair to state that
Greater Saint John is in fact made up of two distinct
communities: an historic inner city, where the majority 
of the region’s most vulnerable residents are found,
and fast-growing suburbs, where median household
incomes are the highest in New Brunswick.”99 Saint
John exemplifies the trend towards the urbanization of
poverty. Unlike a growing number of urban areas in the
United States and, to a lesser extent, in Canada (Toronto
and Vancouver, for example) that display a trend toward
the increasing suburbanization of poverty, Saint John 
is a classic example of rising prosperity in the suburbs
combined with an increasingly impoverished urban core.
Peacock notes that “all of the very high poverty neigh-
bourhoods found in the Saint John CMA are within city
limits.”100 When we examine poverty in Saint John, we
need to turn to measures of concentration of poverty to
truly understand the local dynamics.

By examining poverty at the neighbourhood level
(defined here as a census tract), we find that the spatial
distribution and concentration of poverty within large
urban areas is not always the same in all CMAs. Some
neighbourhoods have an unusually high proportion of
people living in poverty compared with others. What 
are the implications for people living in these areas?
This type of concentration of poverty is thought by 
some to have a negative impact on those who live in
these neighbourhoods that goes beyond living in a
household with low income. In effect, this type of 
concentration may multiply the impact of poverty.
However, even for people who are not living in low
income households, living in a high poverty neighbour-
hood could have constraints on their socio-economic
opportunities as well (see Appendix 1: Patterns of
Neighbourhood Poverty for more details).

Two basic measures of concentration are presented
here. The first measure, the neighbourhood poverty 
rate, is really a measure of the proportion of the total
population (whether poor or not) in a CMA who live in a
high poverty neighbourhood (that is, what proportion of
all residents are living in poor neighbourhoods).101 The
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implications of this measure are for the population as 
a whole. The second measure, the neighbourhood con-
centration of the poor, is a measure of the proportion 
of the poor population in a CMA who live in a high
poverty neighbourhood. The implications of this measure
are for those people living in poverty (those who experi-
ence a multiplied impact from being poor in a poor
neighbourhood). Unfortunately, we have data for these
concentration measures only for 1995 and 2000, so we
are unable to track changes in concentration throughout
the 1990s.

In general, these concentration measures improved
between 1995 and 2000 in CMAs across the country.
Given trends in poverty rates during this period, this is
exactly what we would expect. However, Saint John is
among a handful of CMAs in Canada that continue to
have very high levels of concentration of poverty in 
specific neighbourhoods over time – despite some
improvement during the late 1990s. In 2000, one in 
six neighbourhoods in Saint John (eight of 46 census
tracts) had rates of poverty over 40%. When we exam-
ine the proportion of the total population of the CMA 
living in neighbourhoods with “very high” rates of 
poverty (40% of the neighbourhood living below the
LICO), we see that Saint John ranked second only to
Montréal in 2000. The neighbourhood poverty rate (the
proportion of the total population living in a high poverty
neighbourhood) in the Saint John CMA in 2000 was
10.7% (Montréal had a rate of 12.4%). For the Montréal
CMA, the 2000 rate of neighbourhood poverty was 
actually a great improvement over its 1995 rate of
21.9%. Although Saint John also improved its neigh-
bourhood poverty rate in the last half of the 1990s, the
improvement was much less pronounced, going from
12.6% in 1995 to 10.7% in 2000; this suggests that
high concentrations of poverty in Saint John may be
quite persistent over time.

The concentration measure that best illustrates the
poverty challenges facing Saint John, however, is the
neighbourhood concentration of the poor – the percent-
age of individuals living in poverty who also live in 
high poverty neighbourhoods. This measure provides us
with an indication of the extent to which those living in
poverty may experience the multiplied impact of being
poor in a poor neighbourhood. Of the CMAs presented
here, Saint John ended the 1990s with the highest rate
of neighbourhood concentration of the poor.102 Edging
out Montréal (which had a 26% rate of concentration of
the poor), Saint John stood out among the CMAs in this

study with 27.4% of its poor population living in a “very
high” poverty neighbourhood in 2000. In 1995, Montréal
had the highest rate of neighbourhood concentration of
the poor with 40.8% of its poor population living in a
“very poor” neighbourhood, compared with 31.4% for
Saint John. However, Montréal made much more
progress on this front than Saint John did during the
last half of the decade. From 1995 to 2000, Montréal’s
rate of neighbourhood concentration of the poor
dropped from 40.8% to 26.9%, while Saint John’s rate
dropped from 31.4% to 27.4% – again suggesting that
high concentrations of poverty are very persistent in
Saint John.

This phenomenon of high neighbourhood concentration
of the poor in Saint John is outlined in Poverty and
Plenty. In that report, Peacock describes the demo-
graphic trends at play within Saint John: the movement
of middle-class families to the wealthier suburbs and
the increasing concentration of lone-parent families and
other vulnerable groups in the urban core, particularly 
in certain neighbourhoods. Peacock notes that, in “very
high” poverty neighbourhoods in Saint John (all of which
are within the CSD or urban core), “one in three house-
holds is headed by a single mother.”103 The poverty rate
among lone-parent families has been consistently higher
in Saint John than in other CMAs across the country. In
fact, Peacock points out that: “the incidence of poverty
among lone-parent families is virtually the only indicator
related to poverty in which Saint John led the country
over a period of twenty years.”104 This concentration of
the poor among vulnerable groups presents a significant
challenge in the fight against poverty in Saint John.105

Although welfare rates as a percentage of the LICO 
for lone-parent families in New Brunswick remained
somewhat stable during the 1990s (even increasing
slightly toward the end of the decade), they were still
not high enough to pull this segment of the population
out of poverty. In fact, New Brunswick’s welfare incomes
have been among the lowest in the country. It is impor-
tant to note that, even in the “best years,” welfare
incomes for lone parents in New Brunswick were still
less than two-thirds the level of the LICO. For single
employable persons, welfare incomes in New Brunswick
throughout the 1990s were almost consistently less
than one-quarter of the LICO. For another vulnerable
group in society, persons with disabilities, welfare
income as a percentage of the LICO actually dropped
from 61% in 1994 to 48% in 1995.
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Saint John faces many urban core challenges, as out-
lined in Poverty and Plenty. Aging housing stock in high
poverty neighbourhoods, low levels of education among
people living in high poverty neighbourhoods and a lack
of employment opportunities in higher paying jobs within
the city core all plague Saint John and make it difficult
to successfully wage the war on poverty within the
urban core. For example, in “very high” poverty neigh-
bourhoods in Saint John, two in five adults lack a 
high school diploma. Yet recent reports at the local level
indicate declining unemployment and skill shortages.
Peacock points out that “there exists in the community’s
most vulnerable neighbourhoods a potential labour force
pool in the thousands that could – given the proper 
support and training – fill much of the region’s growing
labour force demand.”106 Saint John provides us with an
understanding of the importance of examining the local
dynamics and spatial distribution of poverty and the
impact of high neighbourhood concentrations of poverty.

In Saint John, different community groups have mobi-
lized in response to the persistently grim statistics in the
city core, making the reduction of poverty a community
endeavour. In 2005, the Human Development Council,
the Urban Core Support Network, the Business
Community Anti-Poverty Initiative and the municipal 
government joined forces to establish a new poverty
reduction organization, Vibrant Communities Saint John.
The coalition’s inaugural report, Poverty and Plenty,
cited here, has helped empower traditionally low income
neighbourhoods by giving them the statistical data
needed to make the case for neighbourhood renewal.
Since the report’s release, four of the five vulnerable
Saint John neighbourhoods identified have begun to
develop their own localized strategies to reduce poverty.
As well, the Saint John Police Force has updated its
Community Policing Model and increased its presence 
in three vulnerable communities.
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Evidence from various studies points to a longer-term
trend towards growing income polarization and inequality
in Canada, certainly since 1980. Market income inequality
rose over the entire period, spiking predictably in each
recessionary period and then falling back later in the
1980s and the 1990s, but not to pre-recessionary levels.
Individuals and families at the top of the income scale
realized most of the economic gain in the late 1990s,
while incomes among individuals and families at the bot-
tom of the income scale fell or stagnated. The tax and
transfer system mediated some of the growing disparity,
but certainly not all.107 Millions of low income individuals
and families were left behind in the 1990s.

The pattern of disparity evident at the national level was
playing out in Canada’s large urban areas. We see this
in the stubbornly high rates of poverty between 1980
and 2000 in many urban areas and large cities across
Canada. Specifically, our analysis of urban poverty in 
the 1990s reveals the following:

• Poverty in Canada remained primarily an urban 
problem – a disproportionate number of poor 
people lived in CMAs. In 2000, some 64.3% of 
the Canadian population lived in CMAs, whereas
69.7% of the poor population lived in these areas.

• The number of poor people living in CMAs grew at 
a faster rate than the total population in these large
urban areas. Between 1990 and 2000, the number
of poor residents grew by 19.1%, whereas the whole
population in CMAs grew by 14.6%.

• Although only one-quarter of poor urban residents
lived in areas outside of the large cities located in
CMAs (the remainder of the CMAs), the rate of
growth in the poor population between 1990 and
2000 was higher in these suburban areas than the
rate of growth in the large cities (CSDs) themselves.
Could we be seeing the beginning of the suburban-
ization of poverty – at least in some areas – that has
become quite pronounced in the United States? 

• Strong economic growth in CMAs in the latter 
half of the 1990s helped reduce poverty after 
the increases associated with the recession of 
1991-1992. However, the overall poverty rate did 
not reach its pre-recessionary level. The poverty rate
among residents of CMAs increased from 16.9% 
in 1990 to 21.6% in 1995, falling back to 17.6% 
in 2000.

• Larger CMAs (with populations of 500,000+) experi-
enced higher poverty rates and contained a larger
proportion of the total poor population. These larger
CMAs had an average poverty rate of 18.4% in
2000, as compared with 13.2% for medium-sized
CMAs (with populations of 250,000 to just under
500,000) and 17.0% for the smaller CMAs (under
250,000).

• In medium-sized and large CMAs, there was an 
overall tendency for poverty rates to increase with
population size – although this relationship was
curvilinear in nature. For the smallest CMAs, size
appeared to make little difference. There may be a
certain threshold before the impact of size on poverty
rates comes into play.
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• While size matters in some instances, place matters
as well. Across Canada, the experience of urban
poverty varied. Some large urban areas experienced
a mid-decade spike in poverty after the 1991-1992
recession, followed by a recovery that returned them
to near pre-recessionary levels; they were treading
water through the 1990s. Others lost ground and
ended the decade with higher rates of poverty than
at the beginning. Still others made progress, record-
ing strong recoveries that achieved poverty rates
lower than those at the beginning of the decade.

• Even within large urban areas, there was tremendous
variation in poverty. For example, residents of central
or core cities tended to have higher levels of poverty
than residents of the urban, rural and suburban
fringe (remainder of the CMA). The aggregate poverty
rate for these central city dwellers was 20.9% in
2000, as compared with 14.8% among those living
in large suburban cities.

• The 1990s changed the historic relationship between
large central or core cities and adjacent suburban
cities in Toronto and Vancouver. In both cases, many
of these neighbouring suburban cities failed to
recover by the decade’s end and began to approach
a poverty profile that was more similar to that of the
historic core city. For example, in 1990, the poverty
rate in Richmond and Coquitlam was 15.2% and
14.0%, respectively, compared with 24.8% in the
city of Vancouver. By 2000, the poverty rate had
increased to 23.9% in Richmond and to 21.4% in
Coquitlam. Although Vancouver still had the highest
rate of poverty in this urban region (at 27.0%), the
gap narrowed considerably between Vancouver and 
several of its neighbouring communities.

• In Montréal, however, the historic core city of
Montréal hovered in 44th place among 44 CSDs
throughout the decade, while the neighbouring 
large suburban city of Laval improved its ranking 
by decade’s end from 20th to 17th place – further
magnifying the difference in poverty profiles between 
these two cities.

It will be important to continue tracking the patterns 
of urban poverty to see if the gains of the period from
1995 to 2000 are sustained over time. To this end,
monitoring the health of local labour markets and the
protection afforded by income security programs will 
be valuable. On balance, the evidence is mixed. For
instance, although rates of unemployment have been
relatively low, notably in Western Canada, some areas 
of the country experienced increases between 2000 and

2005. Several CMAs in Ontario (including Oshawa,
Hamilton, Toronto and Windsor) and the Montréal 
area have been hard hit by employment losses in the
manufacturing sector, related to high energy costs and
reduced exports caused by the appreciating Canadian
dollar. Regina also has lost ground in the employment
arena.108 Improvements in the stock of full-time jobs
have been patchy at best, cycling up and down in 
different regional labour markets.109 The protection 
provided by income security programs for working-age
families has steadily eroded since the mid-1990s.110

The Employment Insurance Program now provides pro-
tection for only an estimated 20% to 25% of workers 
in Canada’s major urban centres such as the Greater
Toronto Area or the Lower Mainland of British Columbia,
despite recording large annual surpluses in the
Employment Insurance Fund.111 Aggregate poverty rates
for CMAs from 2000 through 2004 suggest that poverty
rates have oscillated in many communities since the
gains reported in 2000.112 And the levels of income
inequality among families continue to grow. Although all
families benefited from the positive economic conditions
between 1996 and 2004, families in the top quintile
continue to benefit disproportionately, outstripping the
bottom and middle quintiles.113

Rising inequality in urban areas has implications for a
range of individual and community outcomes. Certainly,
a well-established association exists between poverty
and adverse outcomes such as poorer health, low birth
weight, lower educational attainment and a host of
chronic illnesses. A considerable body of research 
also has found a strong association between living in
poor neighbourhoods and several health and social
problems.114 Studies from Europe and the United 
States suggest that the level of inequality in a communi-
ty may be more important in predicting individual and
social well-being than a society’s aggregate level of
wealth. Mounting evidence shows that societies with
lower levels of disparity experience better health 
outcomes, less crime, stronger civic engagement 
and improvements in other measures of social capital
and cohesion.

These research findings are troubling in light of the
growing level of family income inequality documented
above and stubbornly high rates of poverty in Canada
through the 1990s. As noted earlier, large cities have
been a source of both social stress and social innova-
tion. The problem remains as to how to take advantage
of the opportunities that cities afford and to mitigate the
negative consequences linked to growing inequality in
our urban areas.
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This challenge has been taken up in Great Britain and
the United States. In 1998, the British government
launched the New Deal for Communities, aimed at
England’s most distressed communities, following up 
in 2001 with the Neighbourhood Renewal Strategy to
help narrow the socio-economic gap between the most
deprived neighbourhoods and the rest of England. In 
the United States, the government has invested billions
of dollars through a range of initiatives, including the
Community Empowerment Fund, Empowerment Zones,
the Enterprise Community Initiative and Community
Development Block Grants – all of which are designed
to nurture business, investment and job creation and (or)
provide for community facilities and services (such as
housing) in distressed communities.115,116 

There are no common paths forward. The situation 
in each urban area – indeed in all communities – is
unique. While there are common factors that are useful
in understanding the dynamics of poverty across com-
munities, the impact of these factors tends to vary 
widely from city to city. We do know, however, that 
various strategies are needed to address the challenges
of poverty. We also know that the issues related to
urban poverty – such as income, housing, employment,
education, social networks and transportation – are
interdependent, demanding an integrated approach 
to be successful.

Therefore, Canada needs both universal or general 
policies that target all individuals as well as strategies
that are spatially focused or targeted. Séguin and Divay
make the point that “aspatial” policies are critical urban
poverty tools; policy interventions by the federal and
provincial governments in key areas such as health,
education and income security have important territorial
effects, especially in high poverty areas, since they 
provide low income residents with high quality public
services wherever they live. At the same time, “targeted”
initiatives are important to reinforce the positive impact
of universal policies as well as to create the vehicles
and institutional structures through which local stake-
holders from diverse backgrounds can be engaged 
and leadership fostered. Local partnerships are best
positioned to identify the unique dimensions of local
challenges and potential solutions.117,118

Recent research in the United States shows a stunning
turnaround in the number of high poverty neighbourhoods
between 1990 and 2000, following the exponential
growth between 1970 and 1990. Economic growth in
hand with government efforts is largely credited with
reducing the concentration of urban poverty, although
there are now concerns that the economic downturn 
after 2000 along with the weakening state of many older
suburbs may yet threaten hard-won progress.119 That
being said, concerted actions on the part of other gov-
ernments to revitalize their communities, and evidence
of their success, highlight the need to take action here
in Canada to reduce inequality and poverty that continue
to circumscribe the life chances of millions of people 
living in Canada’s large urban areas.
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The focus on poverty in urban areas may seem incon-
gruous after many years of positive economic growth.
Yet, comparatively high levels of poverty continue to
undermine the health and well-being of significant 
numbers of Canadians, the majority of whom live in
urban centres. The pattern – or geography – of urban
poverty is not uniform, however. Just as poverty rates
vary within and between large urban areas, so too 
do the levels and the degrees of concentration of 
neighbourhood poverty.

We present our analysis of neighbourhood poverty in
urban areas through the latter half of the 1990s (we
were unable to obtain the comparable 1990 data for a
three-year comparison). Specifically, we look at changes
in the rate and concentration of neighbourhood poverty
among Canadian census metropolitan areas (CMAs)
between 1995 and 2000. Neighbourhood poverty is
defined here as the proportion of residents living in
neighbourhoods where the rate of poverty is “very high”
– in excess of 40%. Whereas other studies have looked
at longer time frames, we examine a relatively short
period. The impact of the specific time frame (1995 to
2000) – a period of recovery after the recession of the
early 1990s – is clearly evident in the decline in the
aggregate neighbourhood poverty rate and the degree 
of concentration of poverty within CMAs, findings that
are consistent with the decline in poverty at all levels of
geography in Canada through this period. This period
marks a break in the steady rise in the number of poor
neighbourhoods and the growing concentration of the
poor in Canada’s poorest neighbourhoods that has 
characterized urban Canada since the 1980s.

LONG-TERM GROWTH IN
NEIGHBOURHOOD INEQUALITY AND
HIGH POVERTY NEIGHBOURHOODS
The focus on neighbourhood poverty has been fairly
recent in Canada. Not so in the United States, where 
the spatially concentrated patterns of urban poverty
emerged in the 1970s and 1980s.120,121,122, 123

American researchers have shown that a host of nega-
tive consequences flow from high concentrations of
poverty in urban centres – for both the low income resi-
dents in these neighbourhoods and the broader commu-
nity – including high levels of welfare reliance, delayed
child development, low educational attainment, persist-
ent unemployment and family dysfunction. In his land-
mark study on poverty in the United States, The Truly
Disadvantaged,124 William Julius Wilson attributed differ-
ences between the experiences of poor families living 
in inner cities and the experiences of poor families living
elsewhere to “concentration effects.” Wilson argued that
social isolation – stemming most often from long-term
joblessness – produced both short-term and long-term
negative outcomes in terms of people’s ability to form
positive social networks, achieve life goals and actively
participate in society.

Canadian research on neighbourhood poverty has been
limited in comparison with American research, but it
points in a similar direction.125,126,127,128,129,

130,131,132,133,134 As in the United States, studies in
Canada have identified a long-term trend towards the
urbanization of poverty, accompanied by a greater con-
centration of poor households within large urban areas,
economic marginalization and increased social isolation.

APPENDIX 1:
PATTERNS OF
NEIGHBOURHOOD 
POVERTY
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These studies have also shown variations among cities:
some are more significantly affected by inequality and
income polarization than others.

For instance, Myles and colleagues135 demonstrated the
increase in neighbourhood inequality among Canadian
CMAs from 1980 to 1995. They found that growing
income inequality among families (linked to the neigh-
bourhood distribution of employment and earnings) 
was a leading factor in accounting for the increase in
neighbourhood inequality, but in some urban areas
(Edmonton, Calgary, Québec and Winnipeg), economic
segregation also played a significant role through this
period. Looking at 1980 through 2000, Heisz and
McLeod also confirmed the increase in neighbourhood
income inequality, especially from 1990 to 2000 in most
CMAs. On average, incomes fell or stagnated in lower
income neighbourhoods but rose significantly in higher
income neighbourhoods.136

Other studies have documented the increase in the
number of high poverty neighbourhoods in Canada’s
urban centres. In a 1997 study, for instance, Hatfield
tracked the increase in high poverty neighbourhoods
through the 1980s.137 He defined high poverty neigh-
bourhoods as census tracts where the family poverty
rate was at least double the national average for that
year. Using this threshold, Hatfield identified a total of
334 high poverty census tracts in 1980 that were home
to 11.8% of all poor families in Canada. By 1990, the
number of high poverty census tracts had grown to 507,
and 17.3% of poor Canadian families lived in these
areas. Kevin Lee extended this analysis in the 2000
publication of the Canadian Council on Social
Development (CCSD) entitled Urban Poverty in Canada:
A Statistical Profile. According to Lee, by 1995, the
number of high poverty census tracts had increased 
to 548, with 17.9% of Canada’s poor families living
there.138

In a more recent study (2004) entitled Poverty by
Postal Code: The Geography of Neighbourhood Poverty,
1981–2001, the CCSD examined the growth in poor
neighbourhoods in one urban area: Toronto. This study
clearly illustrated the marked rise in the level and 
concentration of neighbourhood poverty in Toronto over
the 20 year-period from 1981 to 2001.139 Whereas, in
1981, poor neighbourhoods tended to be located in the
former City of Toronto, by 2001, these neighbourhoods

were distributed across the entire city, resulting from a
dramatic intensification of neighbourhood poverty in
Toronto’s inner suburbs – in the former municipalities of
Scarborough, North York, Etobicoke, East York and York.

Overall, the proportion of Toronto neighbourhoods with
poverty rates above the 1981 average rate of 13.0%
climbed from 46% in 1981 to 66% in 2001. The largest
increase was in the number of “moderate” poverty neigh-
bourhoods (defined as neighbourhoods with a poverty rate
between 12.0% and 25.9%), which grew from 166 in
1981 to 223 in 2001. The greatest percentage increases
were in the “high” and the “very high” poverty categories.
In 1981, there were 26 “high” poverty neighbourhoods
(with poverty rates between 26.0% and 39.9%) and four
“very high” poverty neighbourhoods (with poverty rates
over 40%); by 2001, the number of “high” poverty neigh-
bourhoods had climbed to 97 and the “very high,” to 23.
At the same time, there was an increase in the percent-
age of Toronto’s poor population living in “high” and “very
high” poverty neighbourhoods. In 1981, just 17.8% of
poor economic families lived in these neighbourhoods. By
2001, this proportion reached 43.2%.

Researchers are quick to point out that this concentra-
tion does not (yet) resemble the historic pattern in the
United States. That is to say, while there has been an
increase in the number of poor neighbourhoods and in
the concentration of the poor in these neighbourhoods,
they do not yet exhibit the same range of problems as
chronically poor American neighbourhoods. For example,
Ley and Smith’s study of Montréal, Toronto and
Vancouver shows that, even in areas where there is 
a high concentration of poverty, there is still a social
mix. According to these authors, it is “unusual for poor
census tracts to experience all aspects of deprivation
generally associated with chronic poverty.”140 Further,
they show that the pattern of economic segregation is
not static; many census tracts that were poor in 1971
were not poor in 1991 because of factors such as gen-
trification and urban redevelopment in central cities, the
dispersion of social housing and the dynamic character
of the residential housing market. Thus far, Canada
seems to have avoided the entrenched problems that
characterize many large urban areas in the United
States. As well, as we demonstrate below, the geogra-
phy of urban poverty continued to shift through the 
period from 1995 to 2000.
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RATE AND CONCENTRATION OF
NEIGHBOURHOOD POVERTY,
1995 to 2000 
The growth in the level and concentration of neighbour-
hood poverty in Canada through the latter half of 
the 20th century was not a steady climb. As with all 
economic cycles, levels of poverty rose and fell. Overall,
from 1995 to 2000, the aggregate rate and concentra-
tion of neighbourhood poverty fell. Fewer residents 
of large urban areas (including those who were poor)
lived in “very high” poverty neighbourhoods at the 
end of this five-year period. The pattern of economic
recovery, however, did vary.

For this study, we adopted a 40% threshold to classify
“very high” poverty neighbourhoods: if 40% or more of
the population in a particular neighbourhood (census
tract) was living below the LICO for that area, we
defined it as a “very high” poverty neighbourhood. The
previously mentioned studies by Hatfield and by Lee 
are examples of using other cut-offs, such as twice or
greater than the national rate of poverty.139,140 However,
we chose the 40% threshold in keeping with the bulk 
of existing research.143,144, 145,146,

• There was a decline in levels of neighbourhood
poverty through the late 1990s.

After years of growth in the numbers of high poverty
neighbourhoods, the number and proportion of “very
high” poverty neighbourhoods declined through the lat-
ter half of the 1990s. Of the 4,284 census tracts147 in
CMAs in 2000, 295 (6.9%) were “very high” poverty
census tracts, having a poverty rate of 40% or more.148

As the number of “very high” poverty census tracts
decreased between 1995 and 2000, the rate of neigh-
bourhood poverty among all CMAs fell substantially as
well. In 1995, one in 10 CMA residents (10.4%) lived in 
a “very high” poverty neighbourhood; by 2000, one in 
20 (5.4%) lived in a “very high” poverty neighbourhood.
This translates into a decline of roughly 800,000 peo-
ple, from 1.8 million in 1995 to just over 1 million in
2000, living in “very high” poverty neighbourhoods.149

In 1995, every large urban area in Canada had neigh-
bourhoods where 40% or more of the residents lived 
in poverty, with the exception of St. Catharines-Niagara.
By 2000, however, there were several exceptions:
the CMAs of Calgary, Oshawa, Kitchener and, again,
St. Catharines-Niagara (see Figure A-1).
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FIGURE A-1 
NEIGHBOURHOOD POVERTY RATES* FOR CMAs,
1995 and 2000

CMAs 1995 (%) 2000 (%)

St. Catharines-Niagara 0.0 0.0

Kitchener 1.2 0.0

Calgary 3.0 0.0

Oshawa 1.9 0.0

Thunder Bay 0.7 0.6

Victoria 1.4 1.4

London 2.5 1.5

Chicoutimi-Jonquière 5.0 2.0

St. John’s 6.8 2.1

Edmonton 10.5 2.3

Halifax 4.4 2.5

Vancouver 6.7 2.9

Greater Sudbury 6.0 4.2

Toronto 9.1 4.3

Sherbrooke 15.0 4.6

Saskatoon 7.9 4.8

Ottawa-Hull 9.4 5.0

Windsor 5.8 5.3

Hamilton 8.7 7.4

Regina 5.3 7.6

Trois-Rivières 14.1 8.0

Winnipeg 16.7 8.8

Québec 11.8 9.0

Saint John 12.6 10.7

Montréal 21.9 12.4

All CMAs 10.4 5.5

Note: Neighbourhood poverty rate refers to the percentage of 
individuals in a CMA who reside in census tracts that have a 
poverty rate of 40% or more.

Source: Prepared by Canadian Council on Social Development using
data from Statistics Canada’s 2001 Census, custom tabulations.



In 1995 and in 2000, seven CMAs had neighbourhood
poverty rates that were higher than the average for all
CMAs in those years. Notably, Montréal had the highest
proportion of its population living in “very high” poverty
neighbourhoods in both years. Over one in five (21.9%)
Montréalers lived in “very high” poverty neighbourhoods
in 1995. Although this rate dropped substantially by 
the end of the decade to 12.4% (over one in eight), it
was still high compared with other large urban areas 
in Canada.

Saint John exceeded the aggregate CMA rate in both
years as well; one in eight (12.6%) residents lived in
“very high” poverty neighbourhoods in 1995 and just
over one in 10 did so in 2000. Saint John did not
demonstrate the dramatic drop that Montréal did 
during this time frame, and its rates of neighbourhood
poverty were comparatively high.

The largest decrease in the rate of neighbourhood
poverty was experienced by the CMA of Sherbrooke
(from one in seven residents in 1995 to one in 20 in
2000). During this period of economic recovery,
Sherbrooke managed to cut its neighbourhood poverty
rate to one-third of its mid-decade rate. However,
despite Sherbrooke’s dramatic improvement in its neigh-
bourhood poverty rate between 1995 and 2000, it still 
had a comparatively high urban poverty rate in 2000,
standing in 20th position out of 25 CMAs (see Figure 6
in Chapter 4).

The second largest decrease in the rate of neighbour-
hood poverty occurred in Edmonton (which dropped 
its rate from 10.5% to 2.3% between 1995 and 2000).
Unlike Sherbrooke, however, Edmonton also greatly
improved its overall poverty ranking among the 25
CMAs, progressing from 21st place in 1990 to 13th in
2000, thereby turning a page after years of high poverty
rates in the aftermath of the 1980s recession.

As noted above, Saint John did not significantly improve
its poverty ranking through the late 1990s. Hamilton
also stands out as having made meagre progress in
reducing neighbourhood poverty levels in comparison
with gains achieved elsewhere. Despite a 1.3 percent-
age point decline, Hamilton moved from the group of
CMAs with below-average neighbourhood poverty rates
in 1995 to the above-average group in 2000 – reflect-
ing in part its fall in the ranking of overall poverty rates
from the 12th to the 16th position among the 25 CMAs
included in this study.

All but one CMA decreased its rate of neighbourhood
poverty between 1995 and 2000. (It is important to
remember, however, that these data relate to only two
points in time – and a period of economic recovery at
that – so a long-term downward trend cannot be
assumed). The only exception was the CMA of Regina,
which saw its neighbourhood poverty rate increase from
5.3% in 1995 to 7.6% in 2000. Interestingly, Regina
was one of the CMAs that returned to near its pre-
recessionary overall poverty rate in 2000 after the 1995
spike experienced in all CMAs, improving its poverty
ranking very slightly during the decade. Despite this
improvement, a higher proportion of the population of
Regina lived in “very high” poverty neighbourhoods in
2000 than in 1995.

• The neighbourhood concentration of poverty
declined between 1995 and 2000.

Figure A-2 presents data on the neighbourhood 
concentration of poverty. The concentration of poverty
refers to the proportion of poor individuals (those 
below the Low Income Cut-off) who reside in “very 
high” poverty neighbourhoods.

Those CMAs with high neighbourhood poverty rates 
had relatively high concentrations of poverty as well. In
2000, over one in five poor persons lived in “very high”
poverty neighbourhoods in the CMAs of Saint John,
Montréal, Québec, Winnipeg, Regina,and Hamilton.

Nevertheless, there were significant decreases in the
neighbourhood concentration of poverty in Montréal 
and Winnipeg. The largest decreases were recorded in
Sherbrooke and Edmonton. Sherbrooke moved from 
23rd place out of 25 CMAs in 1995 to 13th in 2000,
continuing the decline in neighbourhood concentration
of poverty reported between 1980 and 1995.150,151

Edmonton improved its standing considerably after 
substantial increases through the 1980s and early
1990s. St. John’s and Ottawa-Hull also experienced 
a significant decline in the proportion of poor residents
living in “very high” poverty neighbourhoods.

As expected, there was little change in the situation 
of those CMAs that had low levels of neighbourhood
concentration of the poor in 1995. Hamilton and
Québec, while having comparatively high neighbourhood
concentrations of poverty, also made little progress in
this regard from 1995 to 2000.

Regina and Windsor bucked the trend of declining
neighbourhood concentration of poverty. In these two
urban areas, the proportion of poor residents living 
in “very high” poverty neighbourhoods grew over the
period, albeit very slightly in the case of Windsor.
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These data demonstrate that, in most CMAs, the majori-
ty of both poor and non-poor residents lived outside of
“very high” poverty neighbourhoods between 1995 and
2000. Nevertheless, significant pockets of concentrated
poverty continued to exist in Canada in 2000, notably 
in Montréal, Saint John, Winnipeg, Québec and Regina.
The cut-off we used to define “very high” poverty 
neighbourhoods is quite high (40% or more). As Poverty
by Postal Code reveals,152 there has been growth in
“moderate poverty” and “high poverty” neighbourhoods.
Improvements through the last half of the 1990s docu-
mented in this study need to be evaluated against the
longer-term trend towards greater concentration of the
poor in poor neighbourhoods over the past decades.

The size of a CMA did not appear to influence the 
proportion of a CMA’s population living in “very high”
poverty census tracts. While medium-sized CMAs 
clearly had lower rates of poverty and lower levels of
neighbourhood poverty, both large and small CMAs 
were represented among those with higher levels of
neighbourhood poverty and neighbourhood concentra-
tion of the poor.

LOOKING FORWARD
Income inequality in urban areas – indeed, in com-
munities of all sizes – has implications for an array of 
individual and community outcomes. There is a well-
established association between poverty and adverse 
outcomes such as poorer health, low birth weight, lower
educational attainment and various chronic illnesses. In
addition, a strong association has been found between
living in poor neighbourhoods and several health and
social problems.153

Less evidence exists, however, about the precise impact
of neighbourhoods on individual well-being. According 
to Séguin and Divay,154 the limited body of Canadian
studies on neighbourhood effects suggests that the
characteristics of neighbourhoods are certainly relevant,
but that other factors such as family or personal 
characteristics may be more important in shaping 
the life chances of individuals, particularly in Canada,
where – until the 1990s – there was a stable social
safety infrastructure.155
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FIGURE A-2 
CONCENTRATION* OF POOR INDIVIDUALS IN
CMAs, 1995 and 2000

CMAs 1995 (%) 2000 (%)

St. Catharines-Niagara 0.0 0.0

Kitchener 3.4 0.0

Oshawa 6.8 0.0

Calgary 7.5 0.0

Thunder Bay 2.7 2.4

London 6.1 4.0

Victoria 4.1 4.0

St. John’s 15.0 5.1

Chicoutimi-Jonquière 11.9 5.5

Edmonton 23.0 6.5

Vancouver 13.5 7.3

Halifax 12.0 7.9

Sherbrooke 33.1 10.9

Greater Sudbury 16.0 11.9

Toronto 20.5 12.2

Saskatoon 18.7 12.6

Ottawa-Hull 24.5 14.8

Windsor 17.4 17.5

Trois-Rivières 28.8 18.8

Hamilton 22.4 21.3

Regina 17.0 23.5

Winnipeg 38.0 23.6

Québec 27.0 23.7

Montréal 40.8 26.9

Saint John 31.4 27.4

All CMAs 23.9 14.9

Note: Concentration refers to the percentage of poor individuals in a
CMA who reside in high poverty census tracts with a poverty rate 
of 40% or more.

Source: Prepared by Canadian Council on Social Development using
data from Statistics Canada’s 2001 Census, custom tabulations.



This observation is not meant to suggest that healthy
communities – including those that enjoy low levels of
poverty – are unimportant to quality of life. Rather, the
issue raised by the research on neighbourhood effects
has more to do with how best to target potential action
to mitigate the impact of urban inequality and poverty.
In fact, research strongly confirms that a comprehensive
and integrated approach is necessary to foster social
and economic well-being at the community level.

Canadian research confirms that the economic status 
of neighbourhoods – or even larger geographic areas –
can change in a relatively short space of time. Although
the overall number of “moderate” to “very high” poverty
neighbourhoods has grown since 1980, notably in the
largest urban areas, such disadvantage is not always 
a permanent state. Like individuals, communities can
and do move in and out of disadvantage. The stories of
different urban areas highlighted in this study support
these findings and illustrate the potential for transforma-
tive action. Some urban areas have been relatively 
successful in stemming the rise in the rate of neigh-
bourhood poverty between 1995 and 2000, whereas
others continue to face significant challenges. Tracking
neighbourhood poverty in future years will be important
to see whether the successes achieved are sustained.
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This study uses the Low Income Cut-off (LICO) as its
measure of low income.156 The LICO was developed 
in the 1960s by Statistics Canada. In basic terms, the
LICO is set by averaging the amount a family or an 
individual spends on food, clothing and shelter. If this
cost is more than a certain percentage of the family or
individual’s income, then the family or individual falls
under the threshold. In 2000, if individuals or families
spent more than 54.7% of their total annual income 
on these essentials, they were considered to be living in
“straitened circumstances.” Statistics Canada calculates
LICOs for seven family sizes – from unattached individu-
als to families of seven or more persons – and for five
community sizes – from rural areas to urban areas 
with a population of more than 500,000.157

Figure A-3 presents the LICOs for the 2000 income
year. The Urban Poverty Project of the Canadian Council
on Social Development (CCSD) focuses primarily on the
situation of people living in census metropolitan areas
with a population of at least 100,000. As such, house-
holds are identified as poor by comparing their total 
pre-tax income with the appropriate LICO for their family
size in either of the first two columns of the table that
relate to community size.

It is important to note that Statistics Canada does 
not define its LICOs as poverty lines. However, many
researchers, including the CCSD, believe that these 
cut-offs have provided a useful and reliable assessment
of low income over time and, as such, serve as an
important benchmark of relative income deprivation.
For these reasons, the LICOs are used as income 
measures in this research.

APPENDIX 2:
DEFINING LOW INCOME

45URBAN POVERTY IN CANADA, 1990 to 2000

FIGURE A-3 
LOW INCOME CUT-OFFS (LICOs), CANADA, 2000

Size of Area of Residence
Population Population Population Small Rural
of 500,000 of 100,000 of 30,000 urban regions 

Family size or more to 499,999 to 99,999 regions (farm & non-farm)

1 person $18,371 $15,757 $15,648 $14,561 $12,696 

2 $22,964 $19,697 $19,561 $18,201 $15,870 

3 $28,560 $24,497 $24,326 $22,635 $19,738 

4 $34,572 $29,653 $29,448 $27,401 $23,892 

5 $38,646 $33,148 $32,917 $30,629 $26,708 

6 $42,719 $36,642 $36,387 $33,857 $29,524 

7+ persons $46,793 $40,137 $39,857 $37,085 $32,340 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2001 Census.



Economic Family: two or more household members
related by blood, marriage, common-law, or adoption.

• Couples: families headed by a married or common-
law couple; they are further identified as those with
or without children under age 18.

• Lone-parent families: families headed by one parent
(male or female) and their children under age 18.

• Other families: families headed by couples, lone 
parents or non-parents living with relatives other
than children under age 18.

• Working-age families: families in which both the
head of the family and the spouse are under age 65.

• Senior families: families in which either the head or
the spouse is aged 65 or older.

High Poverty Neighbourhood: a census tract in which
the poverty rate is at or above a certain cut-off. In this
study, we have chosen to use the 40% cut-off for 
consistency with other research. This means that a 
census tract in which 40% or more of the population
lives below Statistics Canada’s Low Income Cut-off 
is defined as a high poverty neighbourhood.

Incidence/Rate of Low Income: the percentage of 
economic families or unattached individuals who spend
20% more than average on food, shelter and clothing.

Low Income Cut-off (LICO): Statistics Canada’s measure
of low income based on income and family expenditure
patterns. The LICO is used to define households and
persons in poverty. In this report, the pre-tax LICO is
used to calculate the incidence of low income. (See 
also Appendix 2.)

Neighbourhood Concentration of the Poor/Poverty: the
proportion of poor people in a census metropolitan area
who live in high poverty neighbourhoods. This proportion
is determined by considering all residents living below
the Low Income Cut-off (LICO) and living in a high
poverty neighbourhood as a proportion of all those 
who are living below the LICO in all neighbourhoods
combined. It is a measure of the concentration of the
poor in high poverty neighbourhoods (as defined above).
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Readers may also wish to consult an extensive glossary of terms used in different components of the CCSD’s Urban Poverty
Project, which is available on the Council’s website at http://www.ccsd.ca/pubs/2007/upp/.



Although neighbourhood poverty rates (see below) and
the neighbourhood concentration of the poor are highly
correlated, they measure distinct aspects of neighbour-
hood poverty. A census metropolitan area with a very
low overall poverty rate may have few poor areas and 
a low rate of neighbourhood poverty. However, the 
few people who are poor could be clustered in a 
high poverty neighbourhood, resulting in a high 
neighbourhood concentration of the poor.

Neighbourhood Poverty Rate: the proportion of the total
population in a census metropolitan area that resides in
high poverty neighbourhoods or census tracts (whether
these residents are living below the Low Income Cut-off
or not). It is more a measure of the citizens’ economic
surroundings than of the citizens’ own particular 
economic circumstances. (See also the definition of
neighbourhood concentration of the poor above.)

Poor: persons in households with incomes below
Statistics Canada’s Low Income Cut-offs (LICOs).

• Poverty line: the LICO threshold amounts.

• Poverty rate: proportion of the population living 
in households below the LICO.

• Poverty gap: dollar amount difference between 
a household’s total income and the LICO.
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