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Summary of Recommendations:
1. The federal government should adopt a robust poverty reduction strategy with concrete
goals, measurable targets, and clear timelines.
2. The federal government should adopt Bill C-245, the Poverty Reduction Act, to codify
the federal government’s responsibility on poverty.
3. Programs to assist vulnerable Canadians should remain publicly funded and publicly
delivered and should not become a vehicle for private profit.
4. The federal government should move to implement the recommendations of the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission, in cooperation with Indigenous peoples, provinces,
territories, and municipal governments.
5. In cooperation with the provinces and territories, the federal government should create
a universal, public and non-profit, high quality, affordable childcare program.
6. The federal government should invest in post-secondary education to make it more
accessible and to decrease the significant financial burden that students currently face.
7. The government should deliver on its campaign promise to immediately boost funding
for the Post-Secondary Student Support program by $50 million annually.
8. The federal government should make improvements to Employment Insurance,
including:


Increasing benefit rates, reducing qualifying hours, and extending the length of
claims.



Permanently removing all stigmatizing and punitive designations for workers.



Extending maternity and parental benefits.



Ensuring labour market training is meaningful, leads to well-paid work, and is
available and accessible to all Canadians.

9. Old Age Security and the Guaranteed Income Supplement should be increased to ensure
that no Canadian senior lives in poverty. The programs should also be indexed to
income rather than to inflation.
10. The clawback rate for the Guaranteed Income Supplement should be adjusted to take
into account the recently announced expansion of Canada Pension Plan benefits.
11. All social infrastructure and physical infrastructure projects should be publicly owned
and operated. P3 projects should be avoided.
12. The federal government should ensure there is sufficient funding and a clear plan,
including targets, timelines, and accountability, in order to ensure all Indigenous
peoples have access to safe and adequate housing and water and wastewater systems.

13. The federal government should invest in the health of Canadians and ensure that low
income Canadians receive high quality, publicly delivered health services by:


Creating a single-payer, universal, national drug program.



Creating a continuing care strategy and recognizing the right to home care, longterm care, and palliative care.



Bringing oral health under the Canada Health Act.



Investing in Community Health Clinics.

14. The committee should expand the scope of its study to include programs and tools to
address poverty such as Employment Insurance, the Working Income Tax Benefit, the
Disability Tax Credit, and labour laws.
15. The federal government should reintroduce the federal minimum wage and increase it
to $15 an hour.

Introduction
1 in 10 Canadians currently live in poverty. They struggle to access the basic necessities of life
which many Canadians take for granted, such as food, shelter, and clothing. Many experience
social stigma and exclusion. Poverty is a significant issue of justice and fairness. CUPE believes
that there is no reason for anyone to be left behind in a country as wealthy as Canada. Reducing
poverty and inequality should be a priority for federal, provincial, and municipal governments.
CUPE was pleased to see the Liberal government’s commitment to creating and implementing a
poverty reduction strategy, as outlined in the Prime Minister’s mandate letter to the Minister of
Employment and Social Development. We urge the government to adopt a robust strategy with
concrete goals, measurable targets, and clear timelines. The experiences of other countries, as
well as some Canadian provinces, have shown that these elements are essential to achieving
progress in reducing poverty. 1
Furthermore, we suggest that the federal government codify its responsibilities with regards to
poverty reduction with the adoption of NDP MP Brigitte Sansoucy’s Bill C-245, the Poverty
Reduction Act.
CUPE also appreciates the time and attention that the Standing Committee on Human
Resources, Skills and Social Development and the Status of Persons with Disabilities has
dedicated to the study of poverty reduction strategies. However, we are concerned that the
scope of the study excludes a number of important areas of federal responsibility which could
have a significant impact on levels of poverty in Canada – particularly regarding income security
for working age adults. We hope the committee will expand its study accordingly.
We also urge the committee to consider the need for swift and timely action regarding one of
the most impoverished demographics in the country – Indigenous peoples. The high rates of
poverty among Indigenous peoples are the direct result of colonialism and cannot be addressed
without dealing with our shameful past. For that reason, CUPE recommends that the committee
use the report and recommendations of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission as a lens for
understanding Indigenous poverty. We also call on the government to act swiftly to implement
the recommendations of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.
Finally, we are concerned about the inclusion of private initiatives and social financing in the
study’s scope. CUPE believes that the vital public programs, which provide assistance to
vulnerable Canadians, should remain publicly funded and publicly delivered, and should not
become a vehicle for private profit. We urge the committee instead to consider how the federal
government can play a strong leadership role in poverty reduction through publicly
administered programs and services.

Education and Training
For low income children, differential access to education and training begins in early childhood
and continues throughout elementary, secondary and post-secondary school. They are less
likely to have access to high quality educational opportunities and more likely to face
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considerable obstacles to optimal learning, including hunger and inadequate nutrition, crowded
or unsanitary conditions at home, a lack of learning opportunities and appropriate learning
supports. For this reason, we must address education and training opportunities beginning in
early childhood.
Child Care
We know that children do better when they have access to a high quality early childhood
education (ECE) program. But unfortunately, the high cost of childcare and ECE programs puts
them out of the reach of many low-income families.
Investing in universal, public and non-profit, high quality, affordable childcare would not only
provide all children, regardless of family income, with a good start. It can serve as a major way
to reduce poverty and improve equality. The lack of affordable child care feeds the gender wage
gap, can trap women in cycles of poverty, and even increase the risk of intimate partner
violence.
Child care is a major financial burden for families. A CCPA Ontario report on a living wage in
Toronto illustrated the reality that child care is a young family’s biggest expense. In fact, working
parents can spend as much as a third of their income on child care. 2 And it’s not getting
cheaper—since 2008 the cost of child care has risen by 30%.3
A recent study found that the current patchwork of unaffordable child care in Canada violates
the human rights of women and children. 4 The lack of affordable child care affects the economic
security of women. Some are unable to enter the paid workforce due to caregiving
responsibilities, while others are forced to accept part-time and precarious jobs in order to
balance work and caregiving.5
Women from equality-seeking groups, such as women of colour, women with disabilities or
Indigenous women, can face further barriers to accessing good jobs which would make it
possible to afford quality child care.
The financial dependence which results from economic insecurity puts women at increased risk
of intimate partner violence. It also makes it more difficult for women to flee abusive situations.
High child care costs, in addition to housing, food and transportation, can make the situation
untenable.
The issue of poverty not only affects parents accessing child care but also the workers who
provide child care. Workers who provide services to the public are often paid wages that place
them below the poverty line. Early Childhood Educators and Assistants, an occupation in which
97% of workers are women, earn on average $21,748 per year.6
A universal, quality, early learning and child care program, with public and not-for-profit
providers, would help to lift families accessing child care and the staff who support them out of
poverty.
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Post-Secondary Education
In addition to the many personal, social and cultural benefits of a university or college
education, post-secondary education can be an important pathway to achieving economic
stability. Post-secondary graduates are more likely to be employed than Canadians with a high
school diploma or less. In 2015, the employment rate for those with a post-secondary diploma
or certificate was 69.9%. For university graduates it was 74.3%. In comparison, it was only 58.3%
for those with only a high school diploma. 7
Post-secondary education also provides a significant earning premium. According to a
longitudinal study conducted by Statistics Canada, over a 20-year period, male college graduates
earned $247,000 more than male high school graduates, while male university grads earned
$732,000 more. Among female workers, college grads earned $179,000 more, while university
grads earned $448,000 more. Workers with higher educational attainment were also more likely
to have job stability, to receive pension plan coverage and to benefit from the support and
protection of a labour union.8
However, Canadians from lower income families are far less likely to attend post-secondary
education and to complete post-secondary studies than Canadians from higher income families.
According to Statistics Canada, between 2000 and 2010, only 31.4% of youth from families with
incomes of $50,000 or less went on to college or university, compared to 46.9% of youth from
families with incomes above $50,000.9
Many lower income youths also experience one or more additional factors correlated with low
post-secondary participation, including parents with no post-secondary education, having a
disability, or being a member of an equality-seeking group or an Indigenous person.
Young people from low income families are less likely to attend post-secondary institutions for
multiple reasons, including previous education experience and cost.
For students dealing with issues such as hunger, social exclusion, homelessness, overcrowding,
or instability, learning represents a significant challenge. By the time the y make it through high
school, they may not have the solid foundation required to go on to post-secondary education
or they may not consider it a priority. This is one reason why it is important for the government
to tackle child poverty through programs such as universal child care, affordable housing, and
income security.
For students who manage to overcome the obstacles to learning and want to move on, the high
cost of post-secondary education in Canada represents a major barrier. Due in part to declining
funding from federal and provincial governments, tuition fees have been rising sharply. In 1982,
government funding made up 83% of university operating revenue. Today, it accounts for only
55%.10 Meanwhile, in the last decade alone, tuition fees have increased by 40%. 11
While the federal government’s recent increase to grants for low income students are welcome,
they do not go far enough to make post-secondary education attainable for students. The
maximum grant of $3000 is still well below the average tuition of $6,373, without even
considering additional fees and living expenses. 12
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In fact, the high cost of post-secondary education is contributing to the problem of poverty in
Canada. Constantly increasing tuition rates are translating into skyrocketing debt loads: average
student debt upon graduation is now $26,819. 13 The number of students turning to food banks
is increasing.14 There are also growing reports of students being left homeless due to a
combination of the high cost of tuition and the high cost of housing. 15
In order to address accessibility and decrease the significant financial burden associated with
post-secondary education, the federal government needs to invest additional funding.
Indigenous students are also among the least likely to go on to post-secondary education. Only
9.8% of Indigenous peoples, aged 25-64, have a university degree, compared to 26.5% of nonIndigenous peoples.16 Yet funding for the Post-Secondary Student Support Program (PSSSP) is
completely inadequate. Thanks to the 2% cap imposed on Aboriginal spending programs,
funding for the program has barely increased since 1997, while the First Nations population has
grown 29% over the same period. As a result, the program is now funding nearly 20% fewer
students every year compared to 1997. 17 The new Liberal government promised during the
campaign to invest $50 million annually in the PSSSP, however that funding was not included in
the 2016 Budget. In order to close the gap and help Indigenous youth reach their full potential,
the federal government needs to make good on its commitment immediately.

Government administered savings and entitlement programs
The federal government administers a number of programs which directly impact the incomes
of Canadians and can play an important role in poverty reduction. However, improvements are
needed to ensure that these programs are able to fully respond to the needs of Canadians.
Employment Insurance
The unemployment insurance program was originally designed to maintain workers’ incomes
during periods of unemployment. The program, later renamed Employment Insurance (EI), was
considered to be an important counter-cyclical tool for the federal government to stimulate
consumption during periods of economic downturn.
Over time, successive federal governments have shifted the program’s emphasis from
responding to structural unemployment towards a “blame the victim” approach that places
responsibility for gaining employment almost exclusively upon workers’ personal efforts and
education. By refusing to acknowledge structural unemployment, previous governments were
able to justify a series of measures to discourage use of the program. These measures included:
shortening the amount and duration of benefits, increasing surveillance of claimants, and
diverting EI dollars into training and employment counselling programs. This punitive approach
reached its peak under the previous Conservative government with new entrants and seasonally
unemployed workers stigmatized as “less deserving.” As a result, overall coverage of
unemployed Canadians dropped below 40% by 2013.
While EI coverage dropped, the amount of funding available in the EI account rose. Instead of
recognizing that this money belonged to workers, Liberal and Conservative governments
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appropriated the funding and spent it on other priorities. In some cases, this funding went to
measures such as corporate tax cuts and tax breaks for wealthy Canadians which actually
harmed working Canadians. All told, more than $57 billion of money collected for EI has been
directed away from unemployed Canadians.
The federal government also failed to respond to seismic shifts in the labour market. EI provides
the maximum benefit to stably employed, long tenured workers. Young workers entering the
labour market, the seasonally employed, and those trapped in precarious forms of work
(including high numbers of racialized workers and newcomers) have greater difficulty qualifying
for the program and collect fewer benefits, even though they are the ones most in need of
support. The shortcomings of EI have added to the unprecedented levels of income inequality
and urban poverty in Canada.
Recent changes made by the new Liberal government are welcome improvements, including
reducing the waiting period, lowering the eligibility requirements for new entrants and reentrants, removing punitive job search requirements, and extending the duration of claims in
twelve regions with high unemployment. However, to truly combat poverty, particularly among
the precariously employed, the following measures should be taken:










Increase benefits rates, reduce qualifying hours, and extend the length of claims.
Only use EI premiums to support unemployed workers.
Permanently remove all stigmatizing and punitive designations for workers (i.e., new
entrants and seasonal). Employment patterns are related to many factors that have
little, if anything, to do with personal characteristics or education, including seasonal
economies, racial and gender ghettoization, and persistent structural unemployment.
Extend maternity and parental benefits to help women achieve greater labour market
equity and improve early childhood development.
Ensure labour market training is meaningful and leads to well-paid work. Employment
counselling programs focused on personal deficits often have little value, especially for
long-term workers. Claimants should be able to participate in long-term training
through extended benefit coverage.
Grant access to meaningful training with full income support to individuals who are not
eligible for EI.
Ensure all Canadians have full access to literacy and other basic skills training. Literacy is
an important foundational skill that enables both advanced training as well as greater
social and economic inclusion.

Pensions
The elderly are one of the nine demographic groups most vulnerable to poverty. In general,
seniors are characterized by stagnant incomes, purchasing power eroded by inflation, and
increased healthcare spending. Over the last three decades, the financial situation of seniors has
improved thanks to three federal income security programs: the Canada Pension Plan (CPP),
Old-Age Security (OAS), and the Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS). Together, these
programs have successfully reduced the poverty rate for seniors, from 30.4% in 1977 to 4.9% in
2007.18 While these results are significant, challenges remain.
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OAS and GIS have produced mixed results for retirees living alone, especially for women.
According to Richard Shillington, in 2013, 24% of men and 28% of women living alone had
incomes below the after-tax Low Income Measure (LIM).19 Furthermore women are twice as
likely to live below this threshold as men.20
The Liberal government has promised to address seniors’ poverty through improvements to the
CPP, by restoring the age of eligibility for OAS and GIS to 65, and by increasing the GIS for
seniors living alone.21 CUPE appreciates these changes; however, we believe there is still more
to be done.
The increase in GIS benefits will lift only 85,000 seniors living alone, out of poverty. 22 This
improvement will thus leave more than 600,000 seniors below the poverty threshold.23 By any
count, that is too many. CUPE believes that OAS and GIS benefits should be increased by an
amount sufficient to reach the after-tax LIM, thus lifting all seniors who qualify for these two
programs out of poverty.
In addition to the limited impact of a small increase to the GIS, we should not forget that these
effects will diminish over time. OAS and GIS are indexed to inflation, while measurements of
poverty increase in relation to growth in incomes. From 1984 to 2011, the median income of
elderly individuals increased by 45%, while income from OAS and GIS rose 15%.24 In order to not
condemn seniors to poverty, they should be indexed at the same pace as the poverty threshold.
CUPE is concerned by the drop in coverage by pension plans in the private sector. It is important
that Canadians retire in dignity and security. CUPE welcomes the recent announcement of
forthcoming improvements to the CPP. However, we are also concerned that the increase in CPP
benefits will come at the expense of GIS benefits for lower income Canadians. This problem
arises from the GIS allocation mechanism: the benefits are decreased when income (inclu ding
CPP benefits) increases. This would mean, a retiree who benefits from a small CPP payment will
see his GIS benefit reduce by $.50 on the dollar. Improvements in the CPP will not have the
desired effect of a reduction in poverty unless a change is made in the GIS allocation
mechanism. To foster the income replacement of wealthier retirees and, at the same time,
reduce poverty among seniors, CUPE suggests a reduction in the clawback rate of the GIS equal
to the expanded CPP benefits. 25

Neighborhoods and Infrastructure
Infrastructure plays an important role in reducing poverty and inequality. Investing in physical
infrastructure helps to create local jobs and expand local resources and industries. Investments
in social infrastructure, such as affordable housing, early learning and child care, and recreation
programs, can also have a significant impact on poverty reduction by supporting low -wage
workers and their families and by insulating vulnerable residents from economic shock. Studies
have shown that early intervention in reducing child poverty in particular, has long-term positive
effects on earning potential and income equality.
Social infrastructure plays an important role in softening the disproportionate impact that
poverty has on women. Across Canada, women are more likely than men to be poor, and as
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many as 21% of lone mothers are living in poverty. Traditional infrastructure projects, while
important for economic growth, employ mostly men – over 90% of the trades workforce is male.
Social infrastructure projects, on the other hand, employ a greater proportion of women, and
the services and programs this infrastructure facilitates support working mothers.
It is important that social infrastructure be publicly owned and operated, so that all its benefits
accrue to the community rather than to private sector profits. Public-private partnerships (P3s)
are a tempting arrangement, as some of the short-term costs and risks seem to be borne by the
private partner. However, P3 projects are demonstrably more expensive in the long run, and i n
the end it is always the taxpayer who bears the risk. Keeping social infrastructure projects public
ensures accountability, transparency, and responsiveness to changing community needs.
We are pleased to see the federal government commit $3.4 billion to social infrastructure over
the next five years. Specifically, the commitment to affordable housing is an important step to
alleviate poverty, and it is encouraging to see the federal government embrace Housing First
initiatives. We call on the government to discourage private, for-profit affordable housing
projects – by definition, affordable housing units must be excluded from the competitive
housing market that has served to exacerbate the housing crisis. Rent paid by residents of
affordable housing should not cushion the profit margins of private companies.
We are also pleased with the government’s $3.4 billion public transit inve stment. Improved
public transit infrastructure is important for economic growth, and is also vital for addressing
climate change in the long term and for supporting an anti-poverty strategy. A recent Harvard
study found that long commute times are associated with higher levels of poverty. Improving
access to public transit, particularly in historically marginalized communities, will contribute to
the fight against poverty. 26 Again, it is important that public transit remain public, and not a
private, for-profit enterprise. Profit has no place in our efforts to reduce poverty.
No study of infrastructure can be complete without considering the dire state of Indigenous
infrastructure. Among First Nations living on-reserve, roughly 50% of the existing housing stock
is in need of renovations or repairs, while a minimum of 20,000 new housing units are needed.
The government’s new investments in First Nations housing are welcome, yet they are a drop in
the bucket compared to the needs. In 2016, federal funding is only sufficient to build 300 new
houses and to renovate 1,400 homes. 27
Similarly, 39% of on-reserve water and wastewater systems have been classified as high-risk.
Ninety-two (92) First Nations communities are currently living under Drinking Water Advisories.
According to Human Rights Watch, low income families are the ones who are hit hardest by the
on-reserve water crisis. 28 The federal government has set an ambitious target of eliminating
Drinking Water Advisories within five years. But the funding in Budget 2016, while welcome, was
back-loaded. In the meantime, low income Indigenous families will continue to bear the brunt of
broken water and wastewater systems.
To tackle Indigenous poverty and respect the rights of Indigenous peoples, the federal
government should work with Indigenous peoples to swiftly deliver needed infrastructure.
Ultimately, in order to achieve the goal of safe and adequate housing and water for all, the
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government needs to develop a clear plan of action, with targets, timelines, sufficient funding,
and above all, accountability.

Social Determinants of Health
The committee would be well served to consider the way in which policy innovation directed at
the social determinants of health would be an excellent poverty reduction strategy. More than
50% of population health outcomes are the result of socio-economic factors such as income and
education. Canada must provide the basic income and housing supports that lead to good
health and quality of life.
At the same time, improving health care has a direct impact on poverty reduction. The
Committee has requested submissions which look to innovation in poverty reduction through
collaboration between levels of government. We will touch on only four policy areas in which
the federal government can have a direct and immediate impact on health and poverty: a singlepayer, universal, national drug program or pharmacare; continuing care; a universal, national,
oral health program; and federal support for Community Health Clinics.
Pharmacare
A single-payer universal national drug program would provide necessary prescription drugs to
all, while saving Canadians billions of dollars. At present, our system leaves a large number of
Canadians – especially lower income working Canadians – with no coverage or inadequate
coverage:
 1 in 4 Canadians say they or someone in their household cannot afford to take their
medication as prescribed, resulting in skipped doses, split pills, or unfilled
prescriptions.29
 On an annual basis, approximately 1 in 10 Canadians do not fill their prescription at all
because of cost. 30
 Canadians spend $6 billion a year out-of-pocket on prescription drugs – 22% of total
spending on drugs. 31
For Canadians, this patchwork system also means much higher drug expenditures because there
is no single, powerful buyer to negotiate with drug companies. As a result, Canadians are paying
much more for medications than people in other countries. Canada has the second highest drug
prices per capita in the world (behind the United States). One expert analysis calculated that
Canadians could save $9.9 billion simply by using the competitive pricing strategies adopted by
New Zealand.32
Continuing Care
Continuing care encompasses the spectrum of services provided by residential long-term care
and home and community care. At present, continuing care varies across provinces’ in the
availability of services, level of public funding, eligibility criteria and out-of-pocket costs borne
by residents. Most provinces have cut long-term care bed capacity relative to the senior
population in the past decade. For persons who require continuing care, access to high -quality
public health services is an overwhelming factor determining their quality of life. Family
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members who must step in to fill the gaps in care are often impoverished due to costs and/or
loss of income as a result of taking time off work to provide care to their relative.
As important as funding for adequate numbers of beds and services is the quality of that care.
Staffing is the key determinant of quality, and national standards must include a minimum level
of staffing. Higher-staffed facilities perform better on a range of quality and outcome measures,
including rates of pressure ulcer, weight loss, nutrition and hydration, restraint use and
violations of care standards. Staffing levels must also reflect the increasing acuity level of the
average long-term care resident over the past decade.
An important first step is found in the Parliamentary Committee on Palliative and
Compassionate Care recommendation of 2011 that the federal government “implement a right
to home care, long term care and palliative care, for all residents of Canada, equal to the current
rights in the Canada Health Act.”33
Oral Health
General oral health is not covered under the Canada Health Act. Consequently, oral health
coverage varies greatly across Canada. All provinces and territories provide public coverage for
medically necessary oral surgeries and to social assistance recipients. Public coverage for
children, seniors and persons living with a disability differs from province to province. Oral
health coverage is provided by a patchwork of private, federal, provincial and municipal plans.
Bringing oral health under the Canada Health Act would relieve the burden of dental costs from
low income families not on social assistance, families with children, and seniors without dental
insurance. Approximately 20% of the population does not visit a dentist because they cannot
afford it.34 A consequence is that many oral health issues, such as decaying, broken and
abscessed teeth, lead to hundreds of thousands of visits to hospital emergency rooms for dental
problems every year.
Community Health Clinics
Community Health Centres and Aboriginal Health Access Centres have a special mandate to
serve people with barriers accessing health services. These include low income people,
Indigenous Peoples, people with disabilities, newcomers, people who are LGBT, Francophones
outside of Quebec, and people in rural or remote communities. As primary care providers can
establish their services wherever they choose, community health centres can be deployed
geographically to target and serve low income, rural and remote communities that might
otherwise be underserved.
Community health clinics are a proven solution to expanding access to dental care in a public
setting, and many have a pharmacist on staff and can dispense medications. The Committee has
an interest in how neighborhoods can be configured to aid in poverty reduction. Every
neighborhood should have a community health clinic, whether attached to an existing care
facility or as a strategically located standalone facility, to offer the necessary health services that
all Canadians require to live happy and healthy lives.
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Income Security for Working Age Adults
At present, the committee’s scope for this study excludes a number of important programs and
tools that can address poverty among working age Canadians. We urge the committee to
consider the impact of programs including EI, the Working Income Tax Benefit, the Disability Tax
Credit, and wage and labour laws.
In particular, the federal government should support increasing wages and incomes for workers,
instead of suppressing them. Reintroducing the federal minimum wage and increasing it to
$15/hour is an important step. The federal government should also restore fair wage legislation
and commit to paying at least a living wage to its employees and those working for it on
contract. It must stop interfering in free collective bargaining on the side of employers , and
undermining union and workers’ rights and benefits through legislation.

Conclusion
CUPE believes that eliminating poverty and reducing inequality should be a priority in building a
more prosperous, equitable and sustainable country. We look forward to working with the
federal government to implement a robust, concrete anti-poverty strategy that will make an
enormous difference in the lives of millions of Canadians.
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