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Banking on Women:
Gender & Reducing Income Inequality in Canada

“The most important determinant of a country’s competitiveness is its human talent -
the skills, education and productivity of its workforce - and women account for one-
half of the potential talent base throughout the world. Over time, therefore, a nation’s
competitiveness depends significantly on whether and how it educates and utilizes its
female talent.” The Global Gender Gap Report 2010

Why Women? Income Inequality and Gender
Despite attaining increasingly higher levels of education and a multi-decade upward trend in
labour market participation, women’s employment rate continues to lag behind men’s by
approximately 10%.' Women make up 47% of the nation’s taxpayers, yet earn only 71% of what
men earn, measured in annual earnings of full-time, full-year workers.” The earned income gap
between men and women in Canada is one of the highest among OECD countries, with women
earning an average income of $31,949, compared to $51,043 for men.” Women are more likely to
be employed in part-time, low paying, and precarious jobs* - 22% of working women are
employed part-time compared to 7.4% of men,’ and are less likely to assume managerial and
leadership positions.

The percentage of women in Canada living below the poverty line is higher than that of the
general population, and is significantly higher for Aboriginal women, women with disabilities
and racialized women; that is, for women who have historically faced barriers of discrimination
in Canada.® Aboriginal women have an average annual income of $13,300. The poverty rate for
First Nation, Métis and Inuit women raising children on their own is over 70%, and these are the
fastest growing populations in the country.” Addressing income inequality in Canada requires
addressing the realities of First Nation, Métis and Inuit women’s lives. We recommend the



Committee review the report Gender Matters: Building strength in reconciliation by the Native

Women’s Association of Canada and Justice for Girls.

With the highest levels of working mothers in our history, 22% of mother-led families still have
incomes below the poverty line.® The median income for single moms remains almost a third
lower than for single dads and poverty rates for female single-parent families are three times that

of male single-parent families.’

Income inequality and poverty have harsh consequences for women and their children, including
increased risk of homelessness, vulnerability to gender-based violence, criminalization, and
reduced physical and mental health. For children these can impact across the lifespan.

Reduce Income Inequality by Improving Gender Equality

Child Care: Put an Abandoned Tool to Work

The single most effective strategy to increase women’s labour force participation and reduce

income inequality for women is access to affordable, quality child care. Investment in child care

returns a net benefit for both provincial and federal governments, increases women’s

participation in the workforce, and reduces poverty for women and their children.

The evidence on Quebec’s universal child care program shows child care is an economic stimulus

that supports mothers, especially single mothers, to join the job market, increase their incomes

and increase GDP. Between 1996, when child care was
introduced in Quebec, and 2008, 70,000 more mothers
entered the workforce, adding $5.1 billion to Quebec’s
gross provincial income. During the same period, the
number of single mother led families on social
assistance declined from 99,000 to 45,000. Relative
poverty rates for single parent families headed by
women dropped from 36% to 22%. Their real, after-tax
median income jumped by 81%."

Economic Impact of Universal Child Care on
Single Mothers in Quebec 1996-2008:

81% increase in after-tax median income.
54% decrease in families on social assistance.
22% increase in single mothers with pre-
schoolers in the work force.

Université de Sherbrooke, 2012

The positive impact of universal, affordable child care on women’s labour force activity is
maintained over the long-term, an effect that is most pronounced for mothers without a
university degree." These results point to universal, affordable child care as a key strategy to

reduce income inequality.

Return to Affordable Education

A federal government focus on ensuring women can access employment commensurate with

their education and training and work to their full capacity will reduce income inequality and

enhance economic growth. Since 1970, a “dramatic reversal has taken place on Canadian
university campuses.”" In 1971, 32% of university graduates aged 25-29 were female, by 1991,
51% were female, and by 2006, 60% were young women." Education has immense power to
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improve the economic prospects of girls and young women. For example, in 2006, the median
income of Aboriginal people was 30% lower than that of other Canadians, but the median
income of Aboriginal women who held a Bachelor’s degree or more was higher than that of non-
Aboriginal women with equivalent education."

With 70% of new jobs requiring a university or college degree', higher education needs to be
accessible and affordable, yet the cost of post-secondary education continues to climb. A four-
year university degree can cost over $60,000, and if trends continue this could rise to more than
$140,000 for a child born in 2012." Currently, undergrads complete school with an average loan
of $19,000" and almost 400,000 students borrowed to finance their education in 2011. Debt
aversion is one of the main reasons why education is not a major priority for people who face
multiple barriers and for whom poverty rates are highest."® Young women from lower income
families, trying to improve their economic prospects, are among those borrowing money.

Reduce Violence, Poverty & Homelessness

Despite gains in education and employment, many women still face poverty and violence and
live at high risk of homelessness. Violence and abuse drive up to 100,000 women and children
out of their homes to emergency shelters each year, with no guarantee of housing they can afford
when they leave. The annual cost of violence against women is estimated at over $6 billion.

Women’s homelessness — including women with children - has grown rapidly over the last two
decades due to reductions in social programs and funding. Welfare rates range from 20-76%
below the poverty line (LICO-AT) across the country. Shelter allowances don’t meet the actual
cost of rent. Women struggle to cover essential needs or take the risk of not paying the rent and
losing their housing. Most homeless families are one-parent families, and women parenting on
their own enter shelters at twice the rate of two parent families. More often than not, these are
young mothers with young children. More than a third - 37% - of single mothers with paid
employment are working for less than $10 per hour.”

The federal policy direction toward increased incarceration has contributed to the
criminalization of women living in poverty and survivors of violence.® Most women (80%) are
imprisoned for economic related crimes, and the vast majority of property crimes for which
women are charged involve either fraud or theft under $5,000.*" Among federally sentenced
women, 80% have experienced physical abuse and 53% sexual abuse, prior to incarceration. For
Aboriginal women, the incidence is over 90%.”

Use Gender-Based Analysis and Budgeting
When devising socio-economic policies and tax measures to reduce income inequality, it is

essential that the federal government systematically apply Gender-Based Analysis (GBA),
including during the creation of budgets. GBA shows the economic stimulus package, job
creation strategies, tax cuts and credits are not gender neutral. Successive federal budgets have
focused on stimulating infrastructure, construction, resource development and extraction, where
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women make up a small minority of workers. A focus on these industries, while cutting the
public sector where women tend to work in higher paid, more secure, positions exacerbates
women’s income inequality and economic insecurity. Men have also been the major beneficiaries
of cuts to the GST rate, corporate tax cuts and benefits, personal income tax cuts, and changes to
Employment Insurance.”

Adopt Pay Equity and Employment Equity

The lack of proactive national pay equity legislation contributes to women’s income inequality.
Ontario and Quebec are the only provinces with comprehensive pro-active pay equity legislation
covering both private and public sectors. Additional factors that contribute to employment and
income inequities between women and men include inaccessible and unaffordable elder and
child care services,” lack of role models, exclusion from informal networks,” and biases against
women, including negative career and gender stereotyping.”® This is particularly true for
occupations in the sciences, engineering and skilled trades, which tend to pay higher wages, and
have been traditionally dominated by men. The federal government should develop and
implement a national strategy to address barriers to women’s successful entry and advancement
in these fields, including promoting inclusive workplace cultures, in collaboration with
provincial and territorial governments, business, labour, and industry associations.

Recommendations

= Reinstate legally enforceable standards for social assistance that existed under the Canada
Assistance Plan. Removal of these has eroded incomes and exacerbated income inequality.

* Eliminate income support policies that trap women in poverty:

* End deduction of child support payments from social assistance income

* Increase limits on earnings before deductions are taken from social assistance

* Reduce restrictions on attending educational institutions and receiving grant and loan
support while receiving social assistance

* End requirements to dispose of all assets before social assistance can be accessed

= Reverse the decline in access to Employment Insurance.

* Develop universal affordable, quality child care and early learning across the country
through discussions with provincial and territorial governments.

= Improve the accessibility and affordability of home care and long term care in
collaboration with provincial and territorial governments.

* Implement the recommendations of Towards Gender Responsive Budgeting: Rising to the
Challenge of Achieving Gender Equality, Report of the Standing Committee on the Status of
Women, (Feb. 2009).

* Increase the Canada Child Tax Benefit incrementally to reach a minimum of $5000 over the
course of 5 years to address the poverty of female-led lone parent families.

* Implement recommendations of the 2004 Pay Equity Task Force.

* Reduce the criminalization of women, particularly First Nation, Métis and Inuit women,
and their incarceration through appropriate diversion and prevention programs.
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