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Recommended Motion: 

THAT the Municipal Census 2021 results be accepted as information. 

Summary: 

Municipal Census 2021 (Census 2021) was conducted between April 1 and July 31, 
2021. The census collected demographic and housing information from residents living 
in the Urban Service Area, Rural Service Areas, and Project Accommodations. Census 
2021 results indicate that the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo’s (the Municipality) 
permanent population grew by 1% between 2018 and 2021. Overall, the Municipality 
has a total population of 106,059 which represents a 5.1% decrease from the 2018 
population of 111,687. 

Statistics Canada conducted a Census of Population in May 2021. The population count 
from the federal census for the Municipality’s permanent population is consistent with 
that of Municipal Census 2021. Both censuses show an increase of approximately one 
percent in the Municipality’s permanent population. 

Census 2021 provides up-to-date and reliable information on the Municipality’s 
population and housing at both the regional and community (neighbourhood) levels. The 
information is important for planning and delivering municipal programs and services 
and for understanding how the Municipality is changing over time. Further, it supports 
industry partners, businesses, and social profit organizations to plan initiatives that best 
suit the Municipality’s needs. 

Background:   

The Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo has traditionally conducted a census every 
one to three years to monitor and update its demographic and housing profile. The last 
municipal census was conducted in 2018 and provided insight into how the 
Municipality’s population and housing were impacted by the devastating 2016 Horse 
River Wildfire and the economic downturn. Since then, the Municipality has faced new 
challenges, including the 2020 Flood and an on-going COVID-19 pandemic, that have 
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adversely impacted its population and housing. This, despite concerns posed by 
COVID-19, made it important for the Municipality to conduct a census in 2021 to update 
its demographic and housing profile.  

Census 2021 was conducted in accordance with all provincial census guidelines 
stipulated in the Municipal Census Manual. Provincial COVID-19 health guidelines in 
place during the census period were also strictly followed to ensure that enumeration 
was conducted in a safe manner. Further, the collection, use and disclosure of personal 
information was done in accordance with Alberta’s Freedom of Information and 
Protection of Privacy Act. A rigorous quality assurance protocol was also implemented 
to ensure that the census information collected was complete and reliable. 

Three data collection methods, including self-reported online enumeration, door-to-door 
interviews and telephone interviews, were primarily used to collect census information. 
However, as the pandemic made it difficult to enumerate all households using these 
three conventional methods, a population estimation model was developed and used to 
estimate the number of residents residing in the 8,931 dwellings that were not 
enumerated.  

Census 2021 results show that the permanent population grew from 75,009 people in 
2018 to 75,555 people. However, the decrease observed in the Municipality’s total 
population was due to a decrease in the shadow population. In particular, the project 
accommodation population decreased significantly (16%) from 32,855 in 2018 to 27,313 
in 2021. It is also worth noting that the Municipality welcomed 6,700 new residents since 
2018.  

For municipal census purposes, permanent population refers to the number of 
individuals whose usual residence is in the Municipality. In contrast, the shadow 
population refers to people who reside in the Municipality for a given period of time, but 
who do not consider it to be their usual place of residence. The following table provides 
a breakdown of the total population: 

 

Total Permanent Population 75,555 

• Urban Services Area 72,917 

• Rural Services Area 2,638 

Total Shadow Population (Temporary) 30,504 
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• Urban Services Area 3,089 

• Rural Services Area 102 

• Project Accommodation 27,313 

Total Population 106,059 

The total number of dwelling units in the Municipality increased by 12% from 28,281 in 
2018 to 31,643 in 2021. The increase is primarily attributed to the continued rebuild of 
dwellings affected by the 2016 Horse River Wildfire.  

While the total population and dwelling count have changed since the 2018 Municipal 
Census, the overall makeup of the Municipality’s population and housing has remained 
similar. The Municipality continues to have a young population with 42.4% of residents 
between the ages of 20 and 44. Further, single-detached dwellings remain the dominant 
form of housing for most of the permanent population. The majority of the shadow 
population also continue to reside in project accommodations located outside the Urban 
Service Area and rural communities. 

Budget/Financial Implications: 

The results of Census 2021 will have no budget implications as the Government of 
Alberta has transitioned away from utilizing municipal census counts for providing 
provincial per capita grant funding. 

Rationale for Recommendation:   

Census 2021 provides up-to-date and reliable population and housing information that 
will be used to inform municipal program planning and service delivery. Further, external 
stakeholders, including industry partners, businesses, and social profit organizations, 
rely on census information to plan their operations. 

The municipal census allows the Municipality to collect detailed information at the 
household level. The information is important for understanding the unique needs of 
each neighbourhood and community. It provides businesses and other stakeholders 
seeking to move to the Region with information specific to their location of interest. In 
addition, the municipal census enables the Municipality to collect information tailored to 
the Region’s needs, such as the impact the 2016 Horse River Wildfire had on residents.  

This type of information is not available from Statistics Canada or other third-party data 
providers. Further, while Statistics Canada conducts a census every five years, the 
census does not collect information from the Municipality’s Project Accommodation 
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population which makes up approximately a quarter of the Municipality’s total 
population. Therefore, it is critical for the Municipality to continue to conduct a census 
regularly. 

 
Strategic Priorities: 
 
Responsible Government 
Regional Economic Development 
 
Attachments: 

1. Census Executive Summary 2021 

2. Census Report 2021 

3. Census 2021 PowerPoint Presentation 


