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Who We Are

Thank you very much for agreeing to hear from the Coalition for Women’s Equality.  While four representatives will be presenting this evening other member groups have representatives in the room.   The Coalition is comprised of the Canadian Research Institute on the Advancement of Women (CRIAW), the National Organization of Immigrant and Visible Minority Women of Canada (NOIVMWC), Media Watch, Womenspace, the Feminist Alliance for International Action (FAFIA), the National Association of Women and the Law (NAWL), the Fédération des femmes du Québec (FFQ), YWCA Canada, the National Action Committee on the Status of Women (NAC), and the Native Women’s Association of Canada (NWAC).   

Mandate of Coalition

The groups in the Coalition came together little over a year ago for the specific purpose of pursuing stronger federal mechanisms to achieve women’s equality.  We were compelled to do so because equality mechanisms at all levels of government in Canada, which were never strong enough, have been significantly weakened over the last decade.    The Coalition’s platform for strengthening the machinery contains six elements:

1.      the enactment of a Status of Women Act to legislate the government’s commitment to equality for all women;

2.      the establishment of a Parliamentary Standing Committee on the Status of Women to monitor implementation of the Act; 

3.      the designation of a full, senior Status of Women Minister to work with other Cabinet colleagues to bring the issue of  equality for all women in Canada  to the Cabinet table from the inception of every policy discussion;
4.      the creation of an adequately resourced Status of Women Department 

5.      the addition of a requirement that the Auditor General conduct a full  audit of the government’s performance on women’s equality on  an appropriate cycle.

6.   the commitment  to adequate and predictable federal government financial support to women’s organizations  

Why this Budget Matters for Women

2005 marks an important year for women.  It has been ten years since the federal Government of Canada signed on to the commitments of the Beijing Platform for Action and twenty years since section 15, the equality section, of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms became operational.  In these two documents, Canada expressly committed itself nationally and internationally to ensuring women’s equality was protected and enhanced.

Ironically, as it signed the Platform for Action in 1995, the Government of Canada under Paul Martin’s leadership as Finance Minister implemented the largest cut to government spending in modern Canadian history.  As a result of these cuts to program spending, all women have suffered significant social harms.  We continue to earn less than men, are more likely to live in poverty, experience significant unaddressed violence in our homes, and lack retirement income, for example.

During the last seven years the federal government has realized surpluses and has targeted funds towards a variety of new initiatives. In a soon to be released report prepared for FAFIA on federal fiscal trends over the last decade, the spending associated with five programs that are the most influential in facilitating progress towards the Beijing commitments towards women were tracked. 

These include  

· Canada Child Tax Benefits (and the national Child Benefit Supplements); 

· The Canada Health and Social Transfer, including money for social assistance, early child education and development and a variety of health and social supports; 

· Employment Insurance benefits for the unemployed, including those in training, and for new parents; and 

· new funds for housing. 

In our review, we found that the vast majority of new federal resources over the last decade have been directed towards to initiatives that did not directly or indirectly advance the agenda put forward in Beijing in 1995, and to which the Government of Canada re-committed itself in 2000.

By far the two greatest initiatives by the federal government in the era of surplus have been tax cuts and debt reduction, two uses of surplus that are possibly the weakest ways in which to invest in the advancement of the Beijing Platform for Action.

With that caveat in mind, it is clear from the past seven budget speeches and plans that there was little to no emphasis placed on providing new or additional resources for departmental programs that could providing improved supports to women in Canada for the basics: housing, education and training, better employment and unemployment regulations, child care, care for the infirm, and disabled. 

The most explicit support that federal budgets offered women was through the tax structure, in their role as caregivers for the ill, disabled and children. 

Upon reviewing this landscape of change, it is safe to say that, whether spent or unspent, the sum total of new investments in the surplus era did little to promote greater equality for women.  The best that can be said is that working women who had young children are somewhat more supported than in the past (for example, through extended parental benefits through EI, increased amounts in the Canada Child Tax Benefit, and the enhanced tax deductions for child care expenses).  

However low-paid working women with young children are actually were significantly less supported than middle and higher-income women, given that they  can not afford to take full advantage of year-long parental benefits at 55 percent of their already low wages; or claim child-care expenses without receipts, or find subsidized child care in the first place.  

As for working women without young children, those with young children but in receipt of welfare allowances, or any of the legion of women seeking adequate shelter – be they recent immigrants, recently separated, or escaping violence and abuse - throughout Canada and most particularly on Indian reserves; each of these groups saw precious little support flowing from the many billions of dollars provided by this fiscally generous agenda over the last seven years. 

Indeed the era of budgetary affluence did little to redress the increased vulnerability of those affected by the cuts of the mid 1990s.   On the contrary, budgetary initiatives have reinforced the continuing growing gap between rich and poor, rather than mitigating rising inequality.  

This has been as true in the growing gap between individuals and families as it was between regions of the country.  

The budgets of the surplus era have reinforced in myriad ways the increasing balkanization of access to essential public goods – from home care to child care, from health care to post-secondary education, from legal aid to social assistance - all the while increasing the amounts of money that were being transferred for the provision of these goods.  

The increasingly light touch of federal interventions on behalf of those most needing support have raised barriers rather than reduced them, and have facilitated the raising of barriers to varying degrees in the provinces and territories.  

The rapid and permanent retrenchment of the federal state has hastened the decentralization of social and economic policy, exacerbating differences between east and west, north and south, urban and rural.  Most painfully, it has been the cause of unacceptably and interminably deferred action on Indian reserves.   

This has been an unparalleled decade of opportunity in federal capacity to address and redress long-standing claims for greater social and economic justice.  

Instead of using this time of prosperity to advance a strong agenda that benefits all Canadian citizens, federal budgetary initiatives of the past 10 years have increased the constraints faced by women and the most vulnerable in their daily lives, and conferred greater resources on those already most privileged.  

The surplus era has been used to redistribute incomes and wealth, both public and private, from the less affluent to the more affluent.  This turns the commitments made at Beijing 10 years ago on their head.  

Programs vital to women’s economic well-being and independence remain inadequately funded. Pledges to support regulated, affordable child care, accessible post-secondary education and training, affordable housing, and benefits for the unemployed have been vastly eclipsed by the pledge to “small government” – which became entrenched since 1998 through an unwavering commitment to debt and tax reduction. 

As a share of the economy, federal government spending shrunk dramatically over the last ten years, from 16 percent in the deficit era, to just over 11 percent at the beginning of the surplus era.  It has stayed at that level since then, and is projected to remain there for the foreseeable future.  This level of federal involvement in the economy and society is historically unprecedented and completely incongruent with modern society.  

The federal government has maintained this commitment to permanently small government, even in the face of increased economic potential, by reducing the potential for expansion at the source – through massive tax cuts, and by using budgetary surplus to pay off debt. Tax cuts introduced since 1998 have cost federal public coffers $152 billion thus far – cuts that help well-off Canadians far more than they do low-income, vulnerable, and at-risk women. Debt payments used up another $61 billion in funds that were otherwise readily available for investments on behalf of all Canadians. 

A small number of tax measures, by their nature, addressed women’s realities more than men’s, though the cash value of those measures may or may not have ended up in women’s pockets.  But even these – for example tax credits for caregivers or tax deductions for expenses on child care  – were more valuable to women with taxable levels of income.  

About 32 percent of all tax filers have no taxable income, and though the gender break down of those who do not pay taxes is not known, low-income rates are higher among women than men.  

Therefore such tax measures a) did nothing for the women who have no taxable income, who tend to be the least advantaged and b) did nothing to help fund and regulate services, in order to insure that reliable supports are available in the first place, for Canadian women of all ages and circumstances.   

The tax cut/revenue story is key to understanding the federal government’s retreat from its Beijing commitments. Despite unprecedented economic capacity and fiscal opportunity, the string of federal surpluses quickly disappeared into the ether of tax cuts, tax credits, and the fiscalization of social policies.

The theme of fiscalized social policy speaks volumes about the federal government’s retreat from its Beijing commitments, and to low-income or at-risk women in particular. 

It is disingenuous of the Government of Canada to promote its slate of actions as “relieving” Canadians of tax and debt “burdens”, when these very actions have imposed increasing financial burdens on women and families struggling to keep themselves housed, educated, and financially solvent in times of unemployment and economic uncertainty.  

Federal positioning is all the more frustrating for those seeking progress on the Beijing agenda when this positioning is placed in its proper context:  the Government of Canada has never before had more fiscal capacity to help relieve these very real day-to-day concerns and burdens. 

The federal government has made clear its commitment to deficit, debt, and tax reduction. Even as it has become easier for it to do so, the federal government has shown less commitment to achieving long-term, transparent, secure funding mechanisms for Canada’s key social programs such as supports for health care, housing, employment and education.

We need reinvestment in our social programs.  We support the calls for reinvestment in a number of programs areas of benefit to women, including  improving women’s access to Internet technology,  increased support for skills and learning, reduced university tuition, and investments in culture and arts communities.  

We also submit to the Finance Committee that the recommendations directed to the federal government from the United Nations review of Canada’s 5th report on its compliance with the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) need to be allocated sufficient resources by the Finance Department if Canada is to meet its international human rights obligations to women in Canada. 

All of these investments are important.  For the purposes of this discussion today, however, the Coalition will focus on seven, at least for this budget year – five spending program issues and two tax expenditure issues. 

These are: 

· the provision of federal funds so that every province and territory provides adequate social assistance payments to its poorest citizens;

· sufficient resources for the implementation of the proposed national day care program;

· increased investment in social housing infrastructure geared to women and in  income support programs;

· increased support for immigrant settlement programs;

· targeted assistance to the provinces to fund legal aid for civil law matters;

· increased spending through the Canada Child Tax Benefit; and

· a conversion of the non-reimbursable tax credit for persons with a disability to a reimbursable credit.

This is not an exhaustive list of issues.  However, taking some steps on each of these issues would significantly advance (or at least protect) women’s equality interests.  They are also issues that advance our vision of Canada as a place that ensures that all of people who live here have a chance to participate actively and equally.

Much of the increased federal supports we are seeking in the areas of housing, early childhood development, income security, and legal aid would normally flow through the CST (Canada Social Transfer) in the form of federal funds to the provinces.  
 

The CST has a number of weaknesses.  As a block fund, the CST is limited in its ability to provide transparency and accountability for the great many supports that it helps fund – post-secondary education, social assistance, early child development, children’s aid services, and so on.  Social housing used to be included in the list of programs supported by funding from the Canada Assistance Plan, before it was folded into the CHST (Canada Health and Social Transfer) in 1996.  Now it has become a separate line item.  So has health care.  
 

Over time, Canadians’ patience with block funds has given way to their increasing insistence that we be able to follow the money, and see what our collective resources are purchasing in the area of these important basic needs – education, shelter, income security, and protection from violence.  
 

The Canada Health Transfer has a guiding statute, the Canada Health Act, to provide principles by which money should flow in the name of assuring equitable access to this important social program, though there are notable problems with the enforcement of the Act.  There is no such guiding statute for the other social programs we have just listed.  In fact, with the creation of the CHST, we lost the limited statutory protections that were available through the Canada Assistance Plan.   This has caused difficulties for the most vulnerable populations, for example the “clawback” of the Canada Child Tax Benefit from those on welfare, or the increasing balkanization of tuitions for post-secondary education.  
 

Therefore it is not just the money that is lacking in the short list of reforms we have presented to you in this submission.  It is also the lack of norms, standards, obligations, or objectives on how desperately needed funds for social supports would be accessed in a consistent and equitable way across all jurisdictions, for the benefit of all residents of Canada.  
 

We are asking the federal government for greater clarity of purpose associated with the resources the federal government transfers to lower levels of government and spends directly on the specific social needs we have named as key to enhancing the security of women in Canada at this point in time. 
 

Only the federal government can play the role of assuring that basic needs of women and vulnerable populations are met across the country.  As much as the provincial governments also seek to support their residents, their role is not to be concerned about how different jurisdictions meet those needs to varying degrees.
 

 We want to emphasize that we understand that for a number of these issues, questions about the appropriate relationship between the federal government and the provinces are paramount.  Undoubtedly, we cannot resolve these issues today, and we appreciate that it is not the Finance Committee’s job to sort out all of the complexities that arise from this issue. However, we do expect the federal government to play a leadership role in designing a Canada Social Transfer that meaningfully responds to the needs of Canadians.  

.

Spending Program Recommendations

1. The provision of federal funds to support the delivery of adequate social assistance benefits

Social assistance is a fundamental social programme for women. Women are the majority of the poor in Canada and the majority of welfare recipients.
 Largely as a result of childcare responsibilities, women are more likely than men to rely on social assistance.
 Across the country, over the last decade, welfare rates have fallen and eligibility rules for welfare have been tightened.
 This has had a particularly harsh impact on the poorest women, including single mothers, disabled women, and Aboriginal women.

The National Council of Welfare in their report entitled Welfare Incomes 2003 noted that with few exceptions, welfare incomes across Canada have deteriorated “through cuts, freezes and the eroding cost of inflation.” Welfare incomes are far below the poverty line in all provinces and territories.
 The Council concluded: “Welfare incomes which reach only one fifth or one third of the poverty line are unacceptably low and should be raised at the earliest possible date. Rates this low cannot be described as anything other than punitive and cruel.” 
 
During this post-Beijing decade, provincial and territorial governments cut welfare rates, narrowed eligibility rules, and applied discriminatory ones that harm women in particular. For example, in 1995 the Ontario government cut social assistance benefits by 21.6 per cent. For the poorest women, these cuts meant turning to food banks because they could not purchase adequate food; increased use of shelters by women and children who were evicted; and increased likelihood that abused women would return to violent relationships because welfare did not offer adequate support for them and their children. Roughly 50 per cent of women receiving social assistance have experienced domestic violence involving physical or sexual abuse.

In 2002 the B.C. Government took measures similar to those of Ontario. The B.C. Government:

· cut welfare benefits for employable single parents by $51 a month.  

· eliminated the Family Maintenance Exemption, which permitted a single parent who was receiving child support payments from a spouse to keep 100 dollars per month. 

· eliminated the Earnings Exemption for “employable” recipients. This exemption allowed people on welfare to work and keep $100 if they were single, or $200 if they had children or a partner.
· reduced shelter allowances for families of 3 by 50 to 75 dollars per month.

Of the entire B.C. income assistance caseload, 33.6% are single parent families, of which 88.5% are families lead by women.  For these single mothers, the 2002 reductions in rates, combined with the cancellation of family maintenance and earnings exemptions, meant that some saw a drop in their benefits of as much as $351 per month. A single mother with two or more children also had her shelter allowance reduced.
 For some single mothers, income was cut by 25%.
  

In addition to cuts to income assistance rates, changes were made to eligibility rules for income assistance, including a number that have particularly harsh impacts on women:

· Single parents are considered "employable" after their youngest child reaches 3 years of age (down from 7 years of age). This new regulation creates a trap for many mothers, as it is extremely difficult for a single mother to pursue paid employment while looking after a three-year-old child, unless she has access to safe affordable day care. Ironically, other recent government measures have also made day care less accessible rather than more accessible. 

· Young adults (19 and over) are now required to demonstrate that they have lived independent of their parents for two years before they are eligible for welfare. This makes leaving an abusive home more difficult for young women. The B.C. Institute on Family Violence predicted in 2002 that we would see more prostitution and poverty among young women because of this regulation.

These examples are typical of tightened rules across the country, resulting in fewer women being eligible for the basic help that social assistance provides. 

The tightening of welfare eligibility rules has also had a negative effect on women with disabilities. It is more difficult to qualify for disability benefits, and in some provinces, for example in British Columbia, recipients with disabilities have recently been required to undergo elaborate re-assessments to determine whether they are still eligible for assistance under new narrowed definitions of disability.

Furthermore, for twenty years women in Ontario have been challenging a social assistance regulation, popularly referred to as the “spouse-in-the-house” rule. The regulation imposes a legal presumption that if a recipient of, or applicant for, provincial social assistance lives in the same dwelling as a person of the opposite sex, the recipient or applicant will be presumed to be the spouse of that other person.
 The consequences of being found to be in a spousal relationship are significant and severe for single mothers.  Single mothers are denied “family” benefits once they have been deemed to be in a spousal relationship.  Instead, they must apply for general welfare benefits.  This disentitles them from a number of special “family” benefits.  Additionally, the single mother is only able to apply for general welfare benefits if her “spouse” consents and is himself eligible for benefits.  The “couple’s” eligibility is based on the total household income, regardless of whether or not the single mother receives any actual economic support from the man.  If the male “spouse” has an income that is too high to qualify for income assistance, the single mother is also ineligible for any benefits.
The regulations have forced women into economic dependence on men who have no legal obligations of support to them, making women vulnerable to economic coercion and control by men.  This result is particularly harmful to women who have already experienced abusive relationships.

In 2002, the Ontario Court of Appeal ruled in Falkiner v. Director, Income Maintenance Branch
 that this rule violated the equality guarantee of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms on the grounds of sex, family status and receipt of social assistance. In 2004, the Ontario government withdrew its appeal of this decision to the Supreme Court of Canada, apparently conceding that the Appeal Court’s ruling was correct. However, Ontario has changed the rule only by delaying its effect for three months. After three months of living in the same dwelling as a man, women can be disqualified on the grounds that they have a “spouse in the house.”
 Other provinces and territories still have variations of this rule in place, despite its known discriminatory effect on women. 
Finally, the principal element of the federal government’s anti-poverty strategy in this post-Beijing decade is the Child Tax Benefit and National Child Benefit Supplement. This tax benefit and supplement are intended to provide additional monthly benefits to low-income families with children (see Canada's Response to the UN Questionnaire to Governments on Implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action (1995) and the Outcome of the Twenty-Third Special Session of the General Assembly (2000), Part II). However, this strategy provides little help to the poorest families – those on welfare. The federal government provides the National Child Benefit Supplement to the poorest families, but it permits the provinces and territories to claw it back from welfare recipients.
 

The National Council of Welfare states that the clawbacks to the NCBS “discriminate against families on welfare.” The Council estimates that only 66 percent of poor families with children benefited from the federal child tax benefit between June 1998 and June 1999, and only 57 percent of poor single-parent families were allowed to keep the supplement. As women head most single-parent families, the Council believes that this constitutes discrimination on the basis of sex.
 The clawback means “welfare incomes for families on welfare remained low – and actually decreased in most cases – in the years following the federal government’s introduction of the National Child Benefit.”

In short, this is a decade in which the most basic income security programme for the poorest women has been eroded. Welfare incomes have declined; fewer women can qualify; new rules that have discriminatory impacts on women have been put in place, and old rules with discriminatory effects have been difficult, if not impossible, to disturb. All levels of government in Canada bear responsibility for this shocking situation.

Recommendation: 

1.  We recommend that the federal government allocate sufficient funds in the next federal budget to support the provision of adequate social assistance. Social assistance payments must be at a level so that every person in Canada is able to achieve a reasonable standard of living – a commitment Canada has made in numerous international human rights covenants.  

2.  Sufficient Resources for the Implementation of the Proposed National Day Care Program
Child care is of particular concern to women in Canada for two reasons.  First, 70 percent of women in Canada are in the paid labour force.  On the other hand only 20 percent of children in Canada have access to safe, regulated and licensed child care.  This deficit in services places a great deal of stress on families, particularly on employed mothers who continue to carry the primary responsibility for care of children.  Second, the vast majority of child care workers are women who play an important role in development of children in Canada without proper recognition or pay that is commensurate with the value of the work they perform.

The federal government’s commitment to new investments in child care, based on the Quebec model, represent both a social victory and a priority for the 2005/2006 federal budget. The Coalition for Women’s Equality respects Quebec’s leadership in developing a quality, universal, publicly funded child care system, and supports Quebec’s access to federal funding to further advance their comprehensive family policy. 

New investments in child care are important, because Canada currently spends only about 0.2 percent of GDP on educating its youngest children; about half the average spent by other industrialized countries in the OECD. We need to substantially increase our public funding for quality, universal child care to gain the proven social and economic benefits.  Childcare must be accessible in all regions of Canada, urban, rural and remote, and on reserve and off-reserve for First Nations women and their families.

Effective early learning and child care systems can only exist in the presence of a strong public policy framework. Layering new funding on top of the current patchwork - in the absence of an adequate infrastructure, accountability mechanisms, and family supports - will not result in the desired outcomes that are urgently needed in Canada. 

In addition, to ensure that all funding remains within the child care services and that Canada’s trade commitments do not constrain our new child care system, we recommend a policy commitment to public and/or non-profit delivery. 

Recommendations on Child Care:

The current federal commitment of $5 billion over 5 years is an important first step towards the building of a national child care system, in 2005/06 we specifically urge government to: 

1. Increase these investments as outlined in the strategy put forward by the Child Care Advocacy Association of Canada, and ensure they are sustained over the long term.


2. Move from the current user pay and subsidy patchwork to publicly fund child care programs, as in Quebec and many OECD countries, with parents contributing not more than 20 percent of the overall cost, and with lower contributions (if any) required from low income families.


3. Enshrine the principles of child care in legislation and introduce standards that guarantee quality, universal, accessible, developmental and inclusive programs.


4. Agree that all expansion takes place through public and/or not for profit delivery.

 
5. Tie provincial and territorial accountability to five-year plans.
3.  Increased Investment in Social Housing Infrastructure Geared to Women and in Income Support Programs 

Income inequality is increasing in Canada.  Between 1990 and 2000, according to the Census data, the 10 percent of families with the highest income had an increase in real income of approximately 14.6 percent.  In contrast, in the same period, the 10 percent of families with the lowest incomes saw their real incomes increase by only trivial amounts – under 1 percent.  In fact, families in the third and fourth deciles actually had real income decline between 1990 and 2000.

As the poor get poorer, the housing crisis in Canada has intensified.  According to the Quality of Life study released by the Federation of Canadian Municipalities in November 2004, between 1991 and 2002 there was a 50 percent drop in rental-housing construction.  In their October 2004 report, Canadian Municipalities reported the loss of over 300,000 units renting below $500 (affordable to at least some people with incomes below $20,000) between 1996 and 2001.  Over 700,000 renter households continue to pay more than 50 percent of their income in rent.  In addition to the dramatic increase in the number of people living in housing the cost of which makes it virtually impossible for them to afford the other essentials of life, there has been a significant increase in the number of people who are homeless, underhoused, or who are living in temporary arrangements with friends or families, in accommodation that is not designed for multiple family dwelling.

Women have unique housing needs, and have unique reasons for living in inadequate housing or without housing.  While for men, poverty is generally linked with low wages, for example, for women, there may be complex reasons for poverty and lack of housing.  In particular, in addition to labour and housing market discrimination, women have unique roles as primary caregivers in many families.  

Homelessness and underhousing also bring different risks for women than men.  For example, women may lose their children, are more likely to be subject to violence and sexual assault, and may suffer from a variety of health-related illnesses, including significantly higher risks of death compared to non-homeless women.  

In an era of increasing rents, but stagnant incomes for low income people, homes that are affordable and available for rent have disappeared.  The percentage of adult women who live in poverty has increased, and according to measures based on Statistics Canada’s low-income cutoffs, approximately 19 percent of all adult women live below the poverty line.  For these women, the likelihood of finding adequate housing is low.

The challenge of finding housing is exacerbated for some groups of women.  For example, racialized women face unique barriers as a result of discrimination in the labour and housing markets, tending to have lower salaries than non-visible minority women, and tending to face the barriers of racism in attempting to secure housing.  Refugee women, especially those with large families, have difficulty finding housing that might accommodate their families in the face of racism and landlord bias against potential renters without citizenship status.  Young women, including lesbian youth who may leave “home” to escape violence and homophobia and racialized women who leave home because they have significant disagreements about social mores issues with their parents, have increasingly begun to rely on shelters, and often have limited or no employment history and no credit making it difficult to convince landlords that they will be “good” tenants.  Women with disabilities also suffer extreme discrimination in the housing market.  A very large percentage of this community, upwards of 60 percent, lives below the poverty line.  Cuts to home care, for example, have dire effects for these women.  To the extent that disabled women live in rural areas, access to appropriate care facilities may be impossible.

Aboriginal women’s housing on and off reserve remains a critical issue.  Aboriginal women have the highest incidence of poverty in Canada and are therefore particularly vulnerable in the housing market.  Many houses on-reserve are inadequate and need repair or replacement because they lack bathrooms, heating, and water.  In 2001, the federal government documented a severe shortage of at least 8,500 on-reserve housing units and the Attorney General (AG) has noted the need for renovations to 44% of existing housing stock on reserves.  While the AG noted that 4,500 new on-reserve households will be formed every year for the next ten years, current funding levels will only support the construction of 2,600 homes per year, leaving a shortfall of at least 1,900 units per year.      

Women who divorce from their spouses on reserve are unlikely to receive a one-half interest in the matrimonial home on dissolution of the relationship.  This often forces them to leave their communities in search of affordable housing.  Of Aboriginal lone families, 82% are headed by Aboriginal women.  Twice as many Aboriginal children live with one parent than non-Aboriginal children.  This makes housing a critical issue for Aboriginal women and children.  Aboriginal women are the victims of violence three times more often than non-Aboriginal women and at the same time on-reserve residents do not have the protection of provincial family and violence prevention/protection laws affecting real property interests.  This increases the need for accessible, culturally appropriate shelters and second stage housing for Aboriginal women facing violence.     

Unfortunately, women who live off reserve do not fare much better.  Aboriginal women and children and overrepresented in the homeless populations in Canada’s urban centres.  This is for a multitude of reasons, including the lack of affordable housing and the impact of discriminatory practices by landlords based on gendered racism.    

Funding for social housing should not be provided through public/private partnerships, which ultimately require that a profit be earned to ensure that private investors receive a desirable rate of return on their investment, thereby increasing costs.  Instead, the funding must be stable, predictable, and public.

Recommendations on Housing:

1.  We recommend that the federal government implement and adequately fund a national housing strategy that is inclusive of all women, particularly those most marginalized such as Aboriginal women.  

2.  We recommend that the shortages in housing on-reserve be addressed immediately through adequate funding to construct new, quality housing units and renovate existing poor quality housing.  

3.  We recommend that mitigating the damage caused by ongoing lack of funding and cuts to existing funding to shelters and second stage housing for Aboriginal women (particularly in remote areas) be a priority through adequate, sustainable funding.   

4.  We recommend that discriminatory rental practices that Aboriginal women experience in spite of human rights laws that prohibit discrimination on the basis of race and gender be addressed.  Remedies that are accessible to women must be implemented so that poor quality premises and premises that lack fundamental things like heating systems, a stove and refrigerator, carpets and curtains, and windows and doors can be easily addressed.  

5.  We recommend that in undertaking housing policy, the federal government work together with representatives from the women’s community to ensure that housing policy reflects the specific and unique needs of women from different communities.  For example, women with serious health problems or disabilities must have accommodation that satisfies their health needs.

6.  We recommend that any federal government funding for social housing that is transferred to the provinces should come with conditions like those attached in the case of transfers for health, appreciating the flexible federalism required to accommodate the needs of Quebec.  The conditions must include that any new social housing units would be targeted at those most in need – the poorest people and that provinces would have to provide yearly reports monitoring who has accessed social housing – including the income/family status profile of its tenants.  In addition, any allocation of social housing by the provinces and municipalities must be done in a manner that upholds the right to be free from discrimination and the right to equality.  This would mean ensuring that social housing waiting lists do not preclude young people from accessing social housing (in many cases they are on wait lists so long they are no longer young by the time they access the housing) or new immigrants to Canada.  Finally, conditions should require that women who experience violence be given priority access to public housing, and should require provincial and municipal spending on emergency shelters for women fleeing from violence, and for second stage and permanent housing projects dedicated to women fleeing abuse.  The needs of Aboriginal women, immigrant and racialized women are of particular concern. 

5.  We recommend that because of the significant delay in creating new housing infrastructure the federal government consider creative ways to ensure low income people can access housing immediately, such as through new income support programs including portable shelter allowances and rent supplements.  

4.  Increased Support for Immigrant Settlement Programs

Immigrants are the fourth pillar of the Canadian House.  Thirty percent of Canadian women have immigrated to Canada. Furthermore, this population is growing four times faster that the population of Canadian-born women.
 

In 2001, 3000 more females immigrated to Canada than males. But almost 15,000 women entered Canada under the family class category, which has an impact on their social and economic position making them more vulnerable and in need of services. But family class immigrants have restricted access to settlement services and to later –life social programmes.
 

In a recent study, the Conference Board of Canada indicated that over 500,000 Canadians would earn an additional $4.1 to $5.9 billion annually if their experience and credentials were recognized in the workplace. The most significant reason for “unrecognized learning” was identified as unrecognized foreign credentials. We also note the findings of the House of Commons Standing Committee on Human Resources Development in its June 2002 report Promoting Equality in the Federal Jurisdiction: Review of the Employment Equity Act. In respect of foreign credential recognition, that committee clearly emphasized the need for a coordinated national approach to this problem.

Recommendation on Immigrant Settlement Programs:

1.  In line with the recommendations made in the Report of the Standing Committee on Citizenship and Immigration released in June 2003, chaired by Joe Fontana, we recommend that the federal government augment settlement programs for immigrants with a benchmark of $3,000 per newcomer. 

5.  Targeted Assistance to the Provinces to Fund Legal Aid for Civil Law Matters

Legal aid throughout Canada continues to be inadequate to meet the needs of women who are faced with having to seek legal services during family breakdown. Generally, it is women, who earn less and own less than men, who will be unable to afford the cost of going to court to litigate or to obtain legal advice. 

Legal aid services must be viewed as a right and made available to all women who require them. Legal aid services must ensure that barriers to access, such as literacy issues and barriers for women with disabilities are removed.  French language services and language interpretation must be available when needed. The Federal government must provide adequate funding for legal aid to Provinces and Territories for family law matters and must ensure that provinces and territories use this money appropriately.

Recommendation on Legal Aid:

1.  We recommend that the federal government increase its support for family law legal aid over the next five years. This amount currently being provided is not sufficient to respond adequately to the needs of women and children across all the provinces and territories.

Tax Expenditure Recommendations

1.  Increase Spending Through the Canada Child Tax Benefit

Decrease the Rate of Recuperation of the Canada Child Tax Benefit, and Prevent the Reduction of Social Assistance Associated with the Supplement

Starting in 1997, the federal government began progressively increasing first the Supplement to the CCTB and then the CCTB itself.  However, a large part of the new money, particularly in the second year (beginning in July 1998), went towards families receiving provincial social assistance payments who previously did not receive the full amount of the Supplement.  However, most of these families did not receive any increase in their income because the provinces cut back welfare checks or child benefits by the same amount as the increase in the Child Benefit. 

In other words, there is a shifting around of monies, but the poorest Canadian families, disproportionately single mothers on welfare, get none or very little.  The federal government cut back its transfer payments to the provinces by folding the Canada Assistance Plan (the program by which it had previously contributed 50 percent of provincial expenditures on welfare programs) into the new Canada Health and Social Transfer and reducing total contributions by several billion dollars.  It then increased the Child Benefit for poor families, but it was specifically agreed in the context of the Social Union Agreement and the National Children’s Agenda that the provinces would be allowed to soften the blow to their own budgets by reducing welfare payments to the extent that they reinvested the money into programs for poor children.  Because the CAP money also was used to finance other social programs such as financial aid to low-income parents for child care expenditures, it is not clear that there were any new expenditures for things like child care as the provinces struggled to maintain their previous levels of spending in various areas targeted towards poor families.

In spite of strong economic growth since 1997, and in spite of the pledge to eliminate child poverty by the year 2000, there are still some 1 million Canadian children living in poverty.  The federal government touts the CCTB and its Supplement as a way of combating child poverty.  However, we find it inexcusable that the federal government continues to allow – and even encourages the provinces – to cut their own welfare or child benefit payments as CCTB and Supplement payments rise.  Over the past 15 to 20 years, the provinces have all reduced their welfare payments to levels well below any consistent measure of basic needs.  New expenditures for children flowing into the system should be directed on a priority basis to the poorest families. 

Recommendation on the CCTB: 

1.  We recommend that the federal government no longer allow provinces to cut back social assistance payments or child benefits by the amount of increases to the Canada Child Tax Benefit or its Supplement and that it inject enough new money into the Canada Social Transfer to allow them to restore previous cuts.

Lower the Rate of Recuperation of the Supplement to the Canada Child Tax Benefit

For the period from July 2004 to June 2005, the Supplement to the CCTB is set at the following amounts
:


1st child

$1,511 per year;


2nd child

$1,295 per year;


other children

$1,215 per year.

In addition, the Child Benefit is $1,208 per year plus $84 for the 3rd and subsequent children.  There is also a supplement of $239 per year for children under seven (less 25 percent of child care costs deducted).

If family income is over $22,615, the Supplement is recuperated at the following rates:


12.2% of income over this threshold if there is one child;


22.7% if there are two children;


32.5% if there are three or more children.

As a result the Supplement disappears when family income reaches $35,000 when there are three children or fewer.  As income rises above $35,000, the CCTB itself is recuperated at a rate of 2 percent of additional income if there is one child and 4 percent if there are two or more.   When there are four or more children, the two rates of recuperation are combined for at total rate of 36.5 percent until the Supplement reaches $0.

These rates of recuperation are too high.  They are added on to regular federal and provincial tax rates, plus contribution rates to Employment Insurance and the Canada (or Quebec) Pension Plan and the recuperation of the GST tax credit so that families with children and quite modest levels of income face total implicit marginal tax rates of over 60 percent.  When provincial recuperation of sales tax and property tax credits, financial aid for child care expenses and other programs designed to help poor families are added in, the rates may go over 100 percent.

These rates are highest in the poorer provinces and highest for families with more than one child.
  For example, in Ontario a two-parent family with two children pays a 56 percent rate of tax on income between $30,000 and $35,000.  In addition as income increases over this range, the family may lose part of its subsidy for child-care costs. For a family with four children, the implicit tax rate over this income range is at least 66 percent. In other words, of the additional $5,000 earned, the government takes away well over half the amount.   Since it is often the decision of the mother to enter the labour force that accounts for the additional income, these high rates of taxation can act as a very significant deterrent. These figures compare to rates of less than 40 percent for families (or individuals) with incomes above $40,000.

In Manitoba, one of the poorer provinces, the implicit tax rate for a family with two children and an income between $30,000 and $35,000 is 61 percent and for four children, it is over 70 percent.  In Newfoundland and Labrador, rates are even higher.

We feel that the rate of recuperation of the Supplement should be no higher than 10 percent and that the threshold for the recuperation of the CCTB should be raised as a consequence.  This would mean a larger benefit for middle-income families, particularly those with more than two children.  This change could be implemented progressively over a number of years starting by reducing the recuperation rate for families with at least three children to the 22.7 percent applied to families with two children and raising the threshold so that the Supplement and the CCTB are not recuperated simultaneously.

Recommendation on the Child Tax Benefit Supplement:

1.  We recommend that the rate of recuperation of the Supplement to the Canada Child Tax Benefit be reduced to 10 percent regardless of the number of children and that the threshold for reducing the Benefit itself be adjusted upwards accordingly.  In no case should there be simultaneous recuperation of the Supplement and the Benefit.

2.  Convert the Non-reimbursable Tax Credit for Persons with a Disability to a Reimbursable Credit

The federal government offers a non-reimbursable tax credit of 16 percent of  $6,486, or $1,038 in 2004, to persons who have a qualifying disability.  This tax reduction can be transferred to a spouse or to a person who claims the disabled person as a dependent.  Its purpose is to exempt from taxation a part of income required to pay for unspecified expenses incurred as a result of the disability.  Like all Canadians, disabled persons can also claim a credit for specified medical expenses or certain expenses such as modifying a home or a vehicle to accommodate their disability.  However, because of their disability, they are likely, for example, to need to take taxis more often than others or to need special clothing or food that do not qualify as a medical expense.

Unfortunately, if the disabled person does not have enough income to pay taxes, he or she cannot use a non-reimbursable tax credit.  In the absence of a spouse or another supporting person, or if the supporting person also has low income, the credit is lost.  However, the expenditures – or at least the need for the expenditures – are still there.  Although elderly persons claiming the disability tax credit had an average income in 2001 of $27,062, close to that of other elderly persons ($27,517), younger people claiming the disability credit had an average income of $20,881 compared to $31,672 for other persons under 65 because their disability is likely to hamper their capacity to earn a salary.  Nearly a third had incomes under $10,000
.  These figures do not include people who did not claim the credit because their incomes were too low. Women with disabilities are likely to be on the lowest rung of the income ladder because of double discrimination, firstly because they are women and secondly because of their disability.

In an evaluation of the Disabilities Tax Credit, the Department of Finance estimated that in 2001, 280,000 taxpayers claimed the credit for themselves and another 120,000 transferred the credit to a spouse or another supporting taxpayer for a total of 400,000 beneficiaries.
  They also estimate that between 498,000 and 745,000 persons have eligible disabilities.  This means that at least 98,000, and as many as 345,000, persons with a qualifying disability are not benefiting from the credit. 

In 1996, the Groupe de travail fédéral concernant les personnes handicapées (Rapport Scott) recommended, among other things, that the credit for persons with disabilities be converted to a reimbursable credit calculated at a rate of 29 percent and paid quarterly (like the GST tax credit).  They also suggested that the provinces be encouraged to make the same change to their tax systems.  This would mean that all persons who qualify, that is all persons who have a severe disability and incur considerable expenses as a result, would receive the same basic financial assistance.  The current system is unfair because only people with sufficient incomes can access the credit. A number of other organizations representing persons with disabilities have also asked that this credit be made reimbursable.

In 2001, the Department of Finance estimated the tax expenditure related to the Disability Credit at $330 million or about 825$ per claimant, even though the nominal value of the credit was $960 (16 percent of $6,000).  Making the tax credit reimbursable would therefore have three effects:

i)
Allowing the people who transfer the credit to others to claim it themselves.  This in itself probably has very little cost.

ii)
Allowing everybody who is eligible to claim it.   If we take the midpoint of the 2001 estimates, then some 221,000 persons (or an additional 55 percent) would be able to access the credit.  Since the cost projected for 2005 is $390 million, this element would raise the cost to $605 million.

iii)
Allow every eligible person to use the full value of the credit.  In 2001, the nominal value of the credit ($960) was 16.4 percent higher than the average value ($825).  This would raise the cost of the credit to $704 million.

Therefore we estimate the cost of making the Disability Tax Credit reimbursable at about $314 million, a small price to pay for greatly increasing the equity of the tax system for one of Canada’s neediest groups.  About 60 percent of claimants are over 65 and women represent a majority of this group.  

Once the change was made, the cost would increase annually only at the rate of  the general indexation of the tax system.

In addition, raising the rate at which the credit is calculated from 16 percent to 29 percent would imply a total cost of $1.276 billion or an additional $572 million.   This change could be implemented gradually over a number of years. 

Both these changes would greatly increase much needed assistance to the disabled, allowing many of the poorest to actually purchase the supports they need since they would receive a check from the government.  If the provinces implemented similar changes, the amount received would be even more adequate.

Recommendation on the Disability Tax Credit:

1.  We recommend that the non-reimbursable tax credit for persons with disabilities be converted to a reimbursable tax credit calculated at 29 percent of the base amount and paid quarterly.  That the provinces be encouraged to make a similar conversion. 

Recommendations on Process

1.  Undertake Gender Responsive Budgeting

What is Gender Responsive Budgeting?

The budget is at the heart of our democratic process.  It is the most important agenda setting and distributional instrument wielded by government.  Canada’s budget process is only beginning to emerge from a history of extreme insularity.  Leaders of the business and industrial communities have always enjoyed a degree of informal access to fiscal decision makers in government. Less economically powerful actors, including women, have had a very difficult time making their voices count on the economic policy front, even as they have gained more voice on social policy matters.  

Prime Minister Martin’s government has indicated in its democratic reform package that committees should have greater resources and more control over their budgets, so they can assume a leadership role in policy deliberation.  There is an opportunity here for the Finance Committee to lead the way toward a more gender responsive approach to fiscal policy making.  

“Gender responsive budgeting” is a method of budgeting that systematically incorporates gender analysis into fiscal policy formation and evaluation.  It also refers to a host of practical initiatives in many countries around the world, including the UK, Scotland, Australia, and South Africa, whereby government policy makers are incorporating these methods into their budget processes.  

Despite having endorsed gender-based analysis of its policies and legislation in signing the Beijing Platform for Action, Canada lags behind the initiatives undertaken in other nations.  It has adhered to a traditional gender blind approach to budgeting, in which economic and fiscal goals are assumed to be gender neutral except for a narrow range of matters considered “women’s issues” (such as the reforms a few years ago to the tax treatment of child support payments).  By contrast, gender responsive budgeting acknowledges that men and women are positioned differently in the economy, and that effective policy making must take these differences into account.  The benefits of this approach are twofold:

· it helps governments define and achieve their own policy goals more efficiently, because it is based on a more realistic understanding of social and economic needs and capacities, and

· it can ensure budget policy and fiscal outcomes are more equitable as between men and women

Key Principles of Gender Responsive Budgeting

There are three key principles of gender responsive budgeting:

1.  Governments should audit and provide data on the gender impact of budget measures (both taxes and spending).  

A gender responsive approach to budgeting looks at the impact of tax and spending measures on all women.  For example, a gender responsive approach, among other questions, analyzes who received the benefits of personal income tax cuts in recent years.  Women are heavily concentrated in the lowest bracket of the personal income tax, while the highest bracket is dominated by men.  Many more women than men have no income at all, or earn less than the $8,000 above which federal income tax is levied.  This is directly related to the large amount of unpaid caregiving work that women contribute to the economy.  This means rate cuts at the high end, such as the elimination of surtaxes and reductions to the capital gains inclusion rate have mostly benefited men.  It should be emphasized that this exercise is not just about counting who gets what.  It is also about seeking to understand the differential impact of some programs (or tax cuts) on women and men.    

Women also rely more heavily than men on public services.  Further tax cuts at the expense of investment in public services therefore would not be positive.  Even a tax cut that is designed to deliver benefits to the female-dominated lower income group, such as an increase in the basic credit amount, would not allow those women to access (for example) substantially better child care services or health care services or pensions.  These services are a higher priority for women than having a small increase in their private consumption power through a tax cut.    

Given the significant need for reinvestment in and development of Canada’s social programs, a gender-based review of the impact of further tax cuts leads us to recommend that the Finance Committee resist calls for further tax cuts at this time.

Tax cuts are but one example of how gender makes a difference to the analysis.  The key point here is that economic data must be disaggregated by gender and by other important factors including disability and racialization to be meaningful, and scrutiny of this disaggregated data should be included as a standard part of all fiscal policy discussions.

2.  It is essential to consider the impact of tax and spending policies not only on households but on individuals.

Policies are too often built around an assumption that transfers or tax expenditures delivered to one earner in a household (usually a man) will automatically benefit other members of the household.  This overlooks several realities:  not all women live with a male breadwinner; women often lack equal power in families over expenditure or savings decisions; resources may not be shared within the family; and women need autonomous access to their own resources.

The caregiver credit provides a good example of this problem.  This tax expenditure was introduced in 1998 and has since been increased.  It has been presented as a mechanism to recognize the unpaid work of women in caring for elderly, infirm and disabled adult relatives.  However the credit is not refundable, so it must be claimed by a person with taxable income.  It does nothing to assist, for example, a woman who lives alone with an elderly relative, and who must give up waged work entirely for a time to care for that relative.  Even if there is a breadwinner in the family who can claim the credit, that person need not have assisted in any of the unpaid caregiving, and need not pass the tax saving onto the family member who does the caregiving.  It is not good enough to assume the caregiver somehow benefits indirectly.  If this policy was redesigned to deliver benefits directly to unpaid caregivers it would be more effective in achieving its stated goal of recognizing care work, and it would also be much fairer to women.

This same point can be applied to any of the non-refundable personal credits in the tax system, especially those designed to recognize dependencies.  For example, the Law Commission of Canada has published research recommending that the spousal credit (one of the largest personal credits) be repealed and possibly replaced by a new program that provides a direct income support subsidy to caregivers.  

Again these are merely a few examples of how women’s individual interests are overlooked by subsuming them into imaginary family units.  In any decision about how to deliver a benefit or impose a tax, it is essential to consider not only how households or “typical families” will be affected, but also how individuals within households are affected.

3.  The household sector should be viewed as part of the economy in making decisions about fiscal policy.

The government needs to pay more attention to how fiscal policies impact on the workloads and capacities of unpaid caregivers.  The “economy” is not just the market.  The market can thrive only because families produce, socialize, educate, and nurture people who can then be productive in the market as workers or entrepreneurs.  This household production is not part of the cash economy, and hence fiscal policy decisions too often fail to account for it.   

For example, cuts in public spending may look good on the government’s books only because they do not take into account the costs that have been shifted to the household sector.  If hospital and home care services are not adequately funded, this means that unpaid family members will inevitably provide more health care services.  This reduces the ability of caregivers to access the labour market and earn income.  It also reduces their capacity to do other economically valuable tasks such as helping children with homework, volunteering in the community, or retraining themselves for a changing labour market.  In this case the apparent saving to public expenditure from not funding hospital beds or homecare is a false economy.  It also impairs women’s equality, because it is primarily women who take on this unpaid work.

Likewise, if transfers for education are reduced and provincial governments hire fewer teachers as a result, policy makers seem to assume that parents (overwhelmingly women) will spend more time volunteering in classrooms rather than see the quality of their children’s education decline.   Again this may appear to be a “free” service but in reality it is not.  It costs time and energy, which otherwise could be spent earning income, or doing other forms of valuable unpaid work at home or in the community.  Eventually, something has to give. Eventually, it becomes harder to extract more volunteer time and the quality of education does suffer.     

Fiscal policy should not assume that the care provided in families is only of personal value to the individuals in those families, or can be infinitely expanded as a “free” public service.  Fiscal policy makers must understand the household sector is integral to our economy.  Overburdening households with unpaid responsibilities undermines our economy generally, as well as impairing the economic equality of women.    

In making decisions about where to cut and where to spend, the costs and benefits to households, in terms of increasing or supporting their unpaid work, need to be systematically considered as part of the analysis.

Recommendations on Gender Responsible Budgeting:

1.  The Finance Committee should use some of its resources (time and money) to learn more about gender responsive budgeting from feminist experts.  This could take the form of commissioned research, or a workshop series to which Finance Department and Parliamentary staff are invited.  There are now a significant number of experts on women and fiscal policy in Canada.  The Committee should also draw on international experts who are familiar with the experiences of other jurisdictions in implementing gender responsive budgeting.  It might also be advisable to invite the Status of Women Canada to work directly with the Department of Finance to produce a clear methodology and reporting process for tracking budgetary initiatives.

2.  The Finance Committee should take steps to support a more effective role for women’s advocates and other equality seeking groups in the budget process.  In particular, these groups need support to collaborate and coordinate their participation in the budget process, and to educate their members about fiscal policy issues.  The value of collaborative work has long been understood by members of the business community as well as tax and finance professionals.  Members of the Chambers of Commerce, the Canadian Bar Association, and the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants, for example, are able to self-finance frequent meetings and consultations to share information and formulate submissions (often jointly) to your Committee.  These organizations have valuable expertise to share, but their perspective is limited.  Non-profit organizations are sharply disadvantaged in terms of resources to develop their fiscal policy knowledge and recommendations.  Equality seeking groups need additional support and resources to do focused work in this complex area of policy, and to participate meaningfully in the budget process.  This recommendation includes access to the information necessary to conduct tax incidence studies.  Some information is currently available on who receives the benefits of tax expenditures by income and gender, but the available information should be much broader, and should include making available information based on other demographic factors, including racial/ethnic identity and immigration status.  This information gathering function may be best served by Statistics Canada.  

3.  Finally, the Finance Committee should reconsider how it conducts its pre-budget hearings.  Presently the Committee formulates broad, encompassing questions to guide the hearings, and invites all comers to attend and say what they will about any aspect of fiscal policy.  It is an open ended and quite passive approach from the Committee’s perspective.  The drawback of this approach is that it encourages equality seeking groups to submit broad and general submissions that touch on a wide range of issues.  It also leads to repetition of similar points in successive years, and a feeling that there is little point going back to say the same thing again, only to be ignored or sidelined again.  

We understand the Committee must be open to hearing all points of view on the broadest possible range of issues.  However the Committee should consider augmenting this approach with targeted consultations on selected key or emerging issues.  That is the Committee would use some resources to hold a special consultation on tax and expenditure policies related to (for example) homelessness and low income housing, or settlement of new immigrants, or support for micro-businesses/self-employed individuals.  It could issue an open call for groups who wish to make representations on these issues, but should also actively seek out organizations and individuals who have particular expertise on these issues, including those knowledgeable about the gender equality dimensions of a particular issue.  This would enable equality seeking organizations to share their concrete expertise, focus their fiscal policy research, and make more detailed and helpful submissions to the Committee.  It could also enlist business and professional organizations that have tremendous resources and fiscal policy expertise in thinking about these issues, which might not otherwise top their agendas.          

Supplement:

Employment Insurance and Maternity and Parental Leave

In this post-Beijing decade major changes have been made to Employment Insurance, a key income security programme that is vital to women in Canada. Canadian women were told that the changes would benefit them. However, for most unemployed women this has not turned out to be the case. Fewer women are eligible for regular unemployment insurance - which has been re-labeled employment insurance -  and benefit levels are lower than ever before. The good news is that during the decade, maternity/parental benefits, for those who qualify, have been enhanced providing women with a longer period of benefits – up to 50 weeks. 

In 1993 and 1994 the federal government radically changed the rules for unemployment insurance. As Armine Yalnizyan recounts, these rules “made it harder to become eligible for benefits; they shortened the duration of benefits; and they dropped the rate at which income would be replaced by benefits….”
 

In 1996, the federal government changed the rules again in a way that affected women most. Entitlement to benefits was no longer based on weeks of work but on hours of work. Under the old scheme, an individual needed 12 - 20 weeks (depending upon where that individual lived) of insurable earnings within the qualifying period to become eligible for full benefits (including maternity benefits). A week of insurable earnings was a week in which at least 15 hours were worked.

After 1996 a claimant needed a minimum of 700 hours of insurable earnings within the qualifying period.
 This is equivalent to twenty 35-hour weeks or approximately 46.6 15-hour weeks. For most individuals who work less than 35 hours a week, eligibility requirements became significantly more stringent than they were before. Indeed, the more part-time an individual’s work, the longer it took for that worker to meet eligibility requirements. Anyone working less than 14 hours a week could not accumulate the required number of hours within the qualifying period of 52 weeks.  Moreover, workers claiming benefits related to pregnancy, parental leave and temporary sickness need 600 hours of insurable earnings.

The new Employment Insurance Act also erected obstacles for people who had been out of the labour force for a long period. The new rules stipulated that such individuals need 910 hours of paid employment (the equivalent of 26 weeks of full-time work or a much longer period of part-time work) to qualify for benefits.

These changes in eligibility requirements hit working women disproportionately hard. Women, more than men, work in those temporary, part-time, seasonal, and/or unstable work situations—the secondary labour sector—where meeting these eligibility requirements is most difficult. They are also those employees especially vulnerable to work reduction and lay-offs. Additionally, the increased qualifying hours mandated for people returning to the labour force after a long absence disproportionately impacted women.
 Women’s child rearing and caregiving responsibilities often result in precisely the kind of workforce absences and working patterns that were penalized under these rules. The expansion in female self-employment in Canada is also responsible for an increase in the number of unemployed women who are ineligible to receive benefits.
  

Aboriginal women, women of colour, immigrant women, and women with disabilities are overrepresented in the “marginal” labour force. Thus, changes to unemployment insurance—as they affect both unemployment insurance benefits and maternity benefits—have exacerbated inequities already present in these women’s involvement in the paid labour force.

As Yalnizyan reports, “after the changed rules kicked in, the gap in EI protection between men and women more than doubled. Coverage for men fell marginally after the 1996 changes, from 45% to 44% of all unemployed men. Coverage for women fell more dramatically over this period, from 39% to 33%.
 In its 1999 report Left Out in the Cold: The End of UI for Canadian Workers, the Canadian Labour Congress showed that only 32 percent of unemployed women got unemployment insurance benefits in 1997. Only 11 percent of women under 25 were receiving unemployment insurance benefits compared to 18 percent of men. Part-time female workers continued to pay premiums but, the data showed, they disproportionately were not able to claim unemployment benefits.
 Meanwhile, between 1994 and 2003, the Employment Insurance Account has accumulated a surplus—reported to have reached over 40 billion dollars.
   This is a paper surplus only, not a real surplus, since the federal government has used surplus EI premiums as part of its General Revenues.  In effect, workers are subsidizing government revenues through their EI premiums, even though the majority do not receive EI benefits when unemployed.  In effect, they are paying additional tax taxes outside of the personal income tax system.   In 2003, 36% of the federal government’s $10.4 billion budgetary surplus came from the surplus in EI premiums relative to benefits paid.

Being ineligible for employment insurance contributes to women’s higher incidence of poverty. As a Statistics Canada report notes: “Not collecting UI has important implications for an individual's probability of being poor while unemployed - regardless of the policy environment, poverty is significantly higher among those who experience unemployment but do not receive UI benefits.”
  Sixty percent of the million workers cut from EI eligibility had incomes below $15,000.  Their loss in benefits averaged $4,832.  The yearly loss in EI benefits which would otherwise be paid to unemployed workers is estimated to be over $9 billion a year.

In addition to the tightened eligibility rules for employment insurance, which have made fewer women eligible than ever before, the replacement rate of income under employment insurance was reduced during this decade to 55 per cent. This is the lowest percentage in the history of employment insurance in Canada. The replacement rate of income was 67% in 1971, 60% in 1980, 57% in 1993 and 55% after 1997.

The goods news about employment insurance came in the form of enhanced maternity, parental and sickness benefits introduced in December 2000. Parental benefits were increased to 35 weeks for both biological and adoptive parents. In addition to the 15 weeks of maternity leave (which remains unchanged), a maximum of 50 weeks of combined benefits are now available. The hours required to qualify for benefits were reduced to 600 hours in the previous 52 weeks for parents of a child born or placed in their care for adoption on or after December 31, 2000. If the parents share parental benefits, only one two-week waiting period without benefits must be served. Parents can retain some work attachments while receiving parental benefits. If the benefits are shared, they may be taken at the same time, consecutively or on alternating weeks, and may be spread out over the 52 week period following the birth or adoption.

Despite these positive changes, women in Canada are not yet adequately supported as child-bearers and caregivers for infants. Only women who have 600 hours of paid work in the previous 52 weeks can claim the employment insurance maternity benefit. And the benefit level is low - 55 per cent of earnings with a maximum of 413 dollars a week. Low-income women can get a family supplement if their family income is below $25,921 per year. But this still makes it difficult for women who do not have employers who top up the benefit, or partners with substantial earnings, to take advantage of the 50 weeks of maternity/parental leave. 
Yalnizyan concludes:

While reforms introduced in 2000 were important in the lives of many women and families, they failed to address two issues: the need for all new parents to have some forms of income support as they begin their lives with infants/newly adopted children; and the need to redress the continued squeeze placed on the unemployed due to eligibility restrictions, reduced benefit levels, and shorter duration periods that flowed from the reforms to unemployment insurance in the 1990s….

Increased payments to a select group of women, but decreased claims for support on the part of all working women: That is the story of enhancement reforms introduced in 2000, reforms that targeted new mothers/parents but forgot about the rest.

In its Concluding Comments on Canada’s 5th periodic report, the CEDAW  Committee urged Canada to:

… reconsider the eligibility rules of that Act based on a gender-based impact analysis in order to compensate for women’s current inequalities in accessing those benefits owing to their non-standard employment patterns. It also encourage[d] the State party to consider raising the benefit level for parental leave.

RECOMMENDATION:

The first recommendation is to respond to the CEDAW Committee’s concluding comments and reconsider the eligibility rules of he Employment Insurance Act based on a gender-based impact analysis.

In the meantime, in order to ensure that working people who become unemployed have income to sustain them, the hours of eligibility need to be reduced to 360 hours and benefits should be no lower than two-thirds of a worker’s best twelve weeks of earnings.  In a society where equality is valued, unemployment insurance is an important social insurance programme which ought to be and must be designed to prevent people and families from falling into poverty in the face of unemployment.
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