
March 8, 2008 
 
Prepared for:   The British Columbia Federation of Labour 
                       Centre for Women & Gender Studies, University of British Columbia 

 
 
 
 

 

 

STILL WAITING FOR  JUSTICE:  

 

Provincial policie s and gender inequality  

 in BC 2 001 -2008  

 

 

A Report by: 
 
Gillian Creese, Phd.       Veronica Strong-Boag, Phd., FRSC 
Director & Professor      Professor 
Centre for Womenôs & Gender Studies Sociology  Educational Studies & Womenôs Studies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Executive Summary         2 

Part 1:While the rich get richer        8 

¶ Increasing poverty           8 

¶ Increased homelessness     10 

¶ Reduced access to welfare    12 

¶ More regressive taxation     15 

Part 2:While the economy strengthensé   17 

¶ The gendered wage gap     18 

¶ Public sector employment     22 

¶ Declining employment standards    24 

¶ Reduced access to childcare    27 

Part 3:While education is the key to the futureé   30 

¶ Early childhood education     31 

¶ Primary and secondary public education   33 

¶ Post-secondary and adult education   35 

¶   The educational challenge remains             38 

Part 4:While healthy living is promoted for someé  38 

¶ Monitoring well-being     39 

¶ Vulnerable children and youth    40 

¶ Violence       43 

¶ Home-based caregiving      45 

Part 5:While political power is the key to changeé  47 

¶ The higher the fewer     47 

¶ Moving from the good of the few to the good 
of the many       49 

 



 

 
2 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The gap between rich and poor in British Columbia has 
deepened over the first decade of the 21st Century.  We 
need to interpret measures of equality within the context of 
public policy decisions, and hence as social outcomes that 
we can work to change.  Provincial tax policies are a key 
contributor to the deepening gulf between rich and poor in 
BC.  The Liberals initiated a first round of tax cuts in 2001/2 
with an almost 25 percent across-the-board cut in income 
tax; this was followed with a smaller pre-election tax cut in 
2005 targeting low-income earners; and finally in 2007/2008 
a further 1.5 billion tax cut was implemented.  The combined 
effect of these cuts has disproportionately advantaged those 
who need extra income the least.  

The province of British Columbia has the highest rates of 
poverty in the country.  The income ratio gap between the 
richest and poorest 10 percent of families increased from ten 
to one in 1993, to 14 to one in 2005.  Single mothers of 
colour, aboriginal, or recent immigrant are most likely to live 
in poverty.  This increase in poverty is directly related to 
Liberal policies, including reductions in income assistance 
levels, low minimum wage rates, disappearing higher-wage 
jobs in the public sector, and reduced access to childcare. 

In 2002, the Liberals introduced a range of changes to the 
social assistance program with the intent of saving $581 
million, or 30 percent, of the budget of the Ministry of Human 
Resources.  Savings were met by closing Ministry offices, 
laying off staff, reducing the numbers on social assistance 
and the benefits of those who continued to qualify.  The 
Ministryôs own data show that the savings clawed back 
through direct cuts to welfare recipients amounted to $92 
million dollars between 2002 and 2004.  An international 
comparison of social assistance rates for single mothers is 
damning: comparing single parent families in 16 OECD 
countries, BC ranks 15 out of 16 (only ahead of the United 
States) in disposable income after paying for housing. 
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According to the Hunger Count 2007, nearly 2 percent of the 
BC population (over 76,000 people) used a Food Bank in 
March 2007: almost half (42 percent) were on social 
assistance; 21.5 percent were on disability income support; 
more than a third (36 percent) were children.  Access to 
social assistance has also been significantly restricted, from 
6 percent in 2002 to 3.5 percent in 2005; only half of this 
drop can be attributed to an improved labour market.  High 
rates of poverty among the óworking poorô, insufficient 
support through social assistance and disability benefits, and 
policies that increasingly deny those in need any access to 
social assistance or disability benefits at all, collide with 
gentrification and a housing market entering the stratosphere 
to make accommodation increasingly unaffordable and 
unobtainable.  A growing incidence of homelessness is the 
starkest outcome of this crisis.  The most recent óhomeless 
countô in Greater Vancouver found 2,174 people on March 
15 of 2005, almost double those counted in 2002.  After 
three years of Liberal changes to income assistance and 
disability benefits, homeless people in shelters increased by 
one-third, while the óstreet homelessô increased by 238 
percent. 

A gendered wage gap remains central to the Canadian 
economy.  According to Statistics Canada, women working 
full-time all year earned an average of 70.5 percent of the 
wages of male counterparts.  Women with university 
degrees earn only 69 percent of men with a university 
education.  In 2005, women in Vancouver earned 73 percent 
of menôs incomes in management, 58 percent in 
sales/service, and 54 percent in education/ government 
service.  Since women are more likely to be part-time, 
casual, and low-wage, they are also less likely to have 
private pension plans, to get maximum benefit from the 
Canada Pension Plan, or to be able to save significant 
RRSP contributions.  Other jurisdictions in Canada have 
tried to address the gendered wage gap through pay equity 
and employment equity measures.  Not so British Columbia.  
The Liberals dismantled the Public Sector Employerôs 
Council Pay Equity Policy Framework, removed pay equity 
from the Human Rights Code, and dismantled the reporting 
process that collected employment equity data. 
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The public sector is a major employer for women and a 
significant source of well-paid and secure jobs.  Yet the 
Liberal government cut over 20,000 jobs in the public sector 
in their first term in office; three-quarters of all staff cut were 
women.  Other jobs, especially in health care, were 
contracted out after Bill 29 stripped union contracts of óno 
contracting-outô language.  For those who followed jobs to 
the private sector, wages were cut by more than 40 percent. 
Even with the recent Supreme Court victory that ruled Bill 29 
violated the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, privatization 
has turned previously ógoodô jobs in health care into another 
feminized ghetto of stressful, insecure, unrewarding, low-
wage work. 

Changes to employment standards have been designed to 
provide employers with increased flexibility; unfortunately 
their increased flexibility has meant decreased protection for 
workers.  Union members are now excluded from 
employment standards, and reduced standards decrease 
basic protections for those who are covered.  Particularly 
detrimental changes for women include reductions in 
minimum shifts from four to two hours, the introduction of 
óovertime averagingô that can result in a longer and less 
predictable work-week, changes to statutory holiday pay that 
makes it more difficult for part-time workers to qualify, and 
an entry level minimum wage of $6 an hour for the first 500 
hours of employment, $2 lower than the regular minimum 
wage of $8 an hour.  It has also become more difficult to 
enforce these rules.  Workers who find their rights violated 
are now required to confront employers in person using a 
óself-help kitô that is only available in English. 

Two-thirds of women with children under three were working 
for pay in 2006.  With so many mothers of young children 
employed, affordable, accessible childcare alternatives 
should be a government priority.  However, Statistics 
Canada reports that there were only 80,230 supervised 
daycare spaces in British Columbia in 2004; in contrast the 
province of Quebec, with nearly twice the population of BC 
has four times that number of childcare spaces.  Lack of 
spaces is directly related to inadequate funding of childcare 
services and programs.  With the federal governmentôs 
cancellation of the ELCC agreement and the end of federal 
funds for childcare, the Liberals announced new cuts to 
Childcare Operating Funds.  Six months later, the result 
included the loss of 150 licensed childcare spaces, including 
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losing 23 percent of all Group Day Care spaces for infants 
and toddlers, and the closure of 14 licensed centres, just in 
the Greater Victoria area. 

Liberal democracies commonly hail educational opportunity 
as the solution to social inequalities, but an overview of 
education policy in BC suggests equal educational access is 
not a priority.  Promises to expand the much-heralded 
Strong Start program that began in 2007 co-exist with 
massive cuts to childcare spaces and the provinceôs 
Childcare and Referral Resource Groups, leading advocates 
for early childhood education.  In June 2007, the province 
was reminded that one-in-four BC children will begin 
kindergarten in September without the skills needed to 
succeed.  The publicly-funded K-12 system is not faring 
much better.  Private schools now enroll about 10 percent of 
BCôs K-12 students as public funds are funnelled into private 
institutions for the affluent while budgets for special needs 
students are compromised.  With high school completion 
challenging many BCers, college, university, and adult 
education programs often prove still more daunting.  Even 
when youngsters qualify for admission, significant barriers 
exist.  From 1999 to 2005, undergraduate university fees 
rose 84.4 percent, the steepest rise in any province.  In 
these difficult times, student loans are consistently higher for 
women than for men.  

British Columbians have unequal opportunities for good 
health.  The elimination of the provincial Womenôs Health 
Bureau and the Advisory Council on Womenôs Health in 
2001 and the loss of funding for Sexual Assault/Women 
Assault Centres and local rape crisis lines is a good 
indication of priorities.  The Ministry of Healthôs 2006/07-
2008/09 Service Plan fails to address womenôs particular 
health needs and does not even disaggregate data by 
gender.  Everything to do with womenôs health has largely 
disappeared from public policy.  Although it is well-known 
that sexual violence has life-long consequences, the Liberals 
attacked BCôs violence against women movement and 
turned to patchwork remedies.  Surviving sexual assault and 
womenôs centres today provide unfunded crisis line services 
and struggle with fundraising instead of being able to provide 
direct services to women. 

From 2000/01 and 2004/05, the number of BCers with home 
support dropped 24 percent even as the number of seniors, 
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a majority of whom are women, increased.  Women 
traditionally take up most paid and unpaid care-giving work. 
Provincial policies, with their decreasing access and 
diminution of service, jeopardize caregivers and clients alike, 
and are effectively disenfranchising the elderly and those 
with disabilities. 

Women are best represented politically at the municipal 
level.  The provincial level looks less promising, with only 17 
women in a 79 member BC legislature, and five of twenty-
three members of the Executive Council (Cabinet).  The 
paltry record of women in political office corresponds to the 
dim outlines of women and their needs in most policy and 
program initiatives.  Since 2001, gender has become nearly 
invisible on official websites and planning documents.  The 
elimination of the Ministry of Womenôs Equality, the 
Ministerôs Advisory Council of Womenôs Health, the 
Womenôs Health Bureau, the Human Rights Commission, 
much Legal Aid, and the Seniorsô Advocate has devastated 
reporting and research on equality issues.  Official retreat 
from equality goals has included withdrawal of support for 
community advocates, most notably Womenôs Centres.  
BCôs rank of 8th among the provinces in per capital funding 
for the Auditor General, and 6th of the 8 with stand-alone 
Information and Privacy Offices, speaks to lack of interest in 
public oversight or government accountability. 
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STILL WAITING FOR JUSTICE:   

PROVINCIAL POLICIES AND GENDER INEQUALITY 
IN BC 2001-2008 

We all know that British Columbia is a wealthy province in an 
affluent country.  This affluence is celebrated on many 
levels, from the United Nations human development 
rankings that routinely place Canada among the top 4 
countries1, to The Economistôs designation of liveable cities 
that Vancouver often tops.2  The Liberal government in BC 
helps to construct this image of prosperity through its 
ósupernatural British Columbiaô promotions and the publicity 
for the run-up to the Winter Olympics in 2010.  For many 
who live here, however, 21st century BC is marked by 
growing gaps between rich and poor, deepening levels of 
poverty and exclusion, and marked reductions in social 
justice. Gender is one among several cleavages - in 
combination with race, class, age, (dis)ability and region - 
that cut through this façade of prosperity for all.  This Report, 
like its predecessor, Losing Ground: the effects of 
government cutbacks on women in British Columbia, 2001-
2005, addresses why so many women are among the 
provinceôs disenfranchised and how government policies 
contribute directly to the privileging of the few while the rest 
fall further behind.  It attempts to redress the invisibility of 
equality issues that the present government has often 
hidden by ceasing to collect relevant statistics.  Gendered 
differences in economic opportunity, wealth, poverty, 
education, health, housing and political power have become 
harder to track since the Liberals came to power in 2001.  
                                            
We wish to thank the many people who have contributed to this report, 
including Lesley Andres, Benita Bunjun, Shauna Butterwick, Sylvia 
Fuller, Preston Guno, Paul Kershaw, Amy Parent, Jane Pulkingham, 
Jane Staschuk, Katherine Teightsoonian, and Margot Young. Special 
thanks to Emilia Nielsen, our indefatigable research assistant. 
 
1
 United Nations, 2007/2008 Human Development Index Rankings 

currently rank Canada number 4 after Iceland, Norway and Australia, 
http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/. The most recent Gender-related 
development index also ranks Canada in 4

th
 place, 

http://hdrstats.undp.org/indicators/268.html. (Both websites accessed 
February 20, 2008). 
2
 The most recent rankings of liveable cities by The Economist (August 

22, 2007) places Vancouver number 1, as it has done now for several 
years running, 
http://www.economist.com/markets/rankings/displaystory.cfm?story_id=8
908454&CFID=... (accessed February 20, 2008). 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/
http://hdrstats.undp.org/indicators/268.html
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This report shifts the spotlight back to issues of social 
justice.  

Part One: While the rich get richeré  

The gap between rich and poor in British Columbia has 
deepened over the first decade of the 21st century.  This is 
not a natural phenomenon attributable to vague economic 
processes like globalization.  We need to interpret measures 
of equality within the context of public policy decisions, and 
hence as social outcomes that we can work to change.  Neo-
liberal policies adopted since 2001, buttressed by federal 
policies enacted since the election of the Harper government 
in 2007, have left many women - and disproportionately 
those who are aboriginal, immigrant, of colour, elderly, 
unemployed, low wage workers, single mothers, or with 
disabilities - in an increasingly precarious position.  
Provincial policies have repeatedly diverted resources away 
from those most in need, in the process significantly 
impoverishing society. 

Increasing Poverty 

The poor are disproportionately single parents, low-wage 
workers, recipients of social assistance, elderly residents 
living alone, those with disabilities and chronic health 
conditions - all predominantly women - as well as children, 
peoples of aboriginal descent, and recent immigrants of both 
sexes.  The feminization of poverty means that any 
measures that increase poverty simultaneously increase 
gender inequality even as they deepen disadvantages linked 
to race, class and age.  

The province of British Columbia, and particularly the 
Greater Vancouver area, has the highest rates of poverty in 
the country.  In 2004, 17 percent of all residents of the Lower 
Mainland were below the low-income cut-off (after taxes) as 
calculated by Statistics Canada.3  ñThe gap between the rich 
and poor [individuals] increased by 8.7 percent between 
2001 and 2005 in Metro Vancouverò, with the average 
income of the richest 10 percent of individuals now 10.3 
times that of the poorest 10 percent ($145,800 compared to 
$14,100).4  In fact, the discrepancy worsened more in 

                                            
3
 Vancouver Foundation, Vancouverôs Vital Signs 2006, (2006): 17. 

4
 Vancouver Foundation, Metro Vancouverôs Vital Signs 2007, (2007): 1-2. 
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Vancouver than in any other Canadian city.  When we look 
at households in BC (rather than individuals), the gap is 
even greater; the income ratio gap between the richest and 
poorest 10 percent of families increased from ten to one in 
1993, to fourteen to one in 2005.5 

In 2005, the percentage of children living below the poverty 
line varied across the country from a low of 8.9 percent in 
Prince Edward Island, to a high of 20.9 percent in British 
Columbia (before taxes).6  The rate of child poverty is even 
higher in larger cities: in 2005, it was 25.8 percent in greater 
Vancouver and 25.5 percent in Victoria.7  BCôs first place 
distinction emerged in 2002 and has persisted.  ñBC is the 
only province where the child poverty rate was actually 
higher in 2005 than in 1997 despite increases in [federal] 
child benefitsò. 8  48.1 percent of these girls and boys live in 
families headed by single mothers; in comparison, 15.3 
percent of offspring in two-parent households lingered below 
the poverty line.9  One in every five BC families with children 
(21 percent) is headed by a single parent;10 80 percent are 
headed by mothers.11  Single mothers of colour, aboriginal, 
or recent immigrant are most likely to live in poverty.  The 
incidence of poverty rises from 50 percent for all single-
parent families, to 60 percent in families headed by a person 
of colour or an aboriginal parent, and 70 percent in families 
headed by a recent immigrant.12  ñIn BC, poverty among lone 
mothers rose an astounding 15.8 percentage points between 
2000 and 2004; in Vancouver, it rose a staggering 24 
percentage points.ò13  This increase in poverty is directly 
related to Liberal policies, including reductions in income 
assistance levels, low minimum wage rates, disappearing 
higher wage jobs in the public sector, and reduced access to 
childcare.  A recent study concludes that average 

                                            
5
 BC Campaign 2000, 2007 Poverty Report Card, Fact Sheet # 6, (2007). 

6
 Ibid., Fact Sheet #2, (2007). 

7
 Vancouver Foundation, Metro Vancouverôs Vital Signs, (2007): 3 

8
 B.C. Campaign 2000, 2007 Poverty Report Card, Fact Sheet # 3, (2007). 

9
 Ibid., Fact Sheet #4, (2007). 

10
 Statistics Canada, Women in Canada, (2006): 38. 

11
 Statistics Canada, Family Portrait: Continuity and Change in Canadian 

Families and Households in 2006, 2006 Census, (2007): 15; The Canadian 

Press, ñWomen head most single-parent families in Vancouver: Census,ò 

Wednesday, September 12, 2007, (accessed from www.cbc.ca/Canada/british-

columbia/story/2007/09/12/bc-census.html).  
12

 Vancouver Foundation, Metro Vancouverôs Vital Signs, (2007): 6. 
13

 Jane Pulkingham, ñBucking the National Trend: The Campbell Cuts and 

Poverty Among Lone Mother in BC,ò SPARC BC News, (Summer 2006): 26. 
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government transfers to BCôs lone mothers declined by 
$2,300 between 2001 and 2004.14  

Holding a full-time full-year job in BC is no guarantee of 
economic security.  In 2005, BC had the highest proportion 
of óworking poorô families (those with children living below the 
poverty line in which at least one adult held a full-time full-
year job): 14.5 percent in BC compared to a national 
average of 8.7 percent.15  ñA person working 40 hours a 
week for 52 weeks would have to earn $9.99 an hour in 
2005 to reach the poverty line for a single person in 
Vancouverò.16  In 2006, nearly one-in-every seven workers in 
BC (13.8 percent) earned less than this $10 an hour 
threshold.17  Two-thirds of workers earning less than $10 an 
hour were women; constituting 18 percent of BCôs employed 
women.18  With a provincial minimum wage of $8.00 an hour 
and a lower ótraining wageô of $6.00, minimum wage workers 
(5.6 percent of the 2005 BC labour force) are condemned to 
poverty.19  Significantly, women constitute two-thirds of all 
Canadian workers earning minimum wage.20 

Increased Homelessness 

Homelessness is growing in British Columbia.  High rates of 
poverty among the óworking poorô, insufficient support 
through social assistance and disability benefits, and policies 
that increasingly deny those in need any access to social 
assistance or disability benefits at all, collide with 
gentrification and a housing market entering the stratosphere 
to make accommodation increasingly unaffordable and 
unobtainable.  Housing costs in BC are much higher than the 
national average (5.7 times the median household income 
compared to 4.1 nationally), and even higher in the 
Vancouver area (7.2 times the median income).21  Rental 

                                            
14

 Ibid., 27. 
15

 BC Campaign 2000: 2007 Poverty Report Card, Fact Sheet #7, (2007). 
16

 Ibid., Fact Sheet # 7, (2007). 
17

 Canadian Union of Public Employees, CUPE Economic Brief, (November 

2007): 2.  
18

 Ibid., 2. 
19

 Campaign 2000, Raising the Falling Fortunes of Young Families with 

Children, (2007): 20. 
20

 Stuart Murray and Hugh MacKenzie, Bringing Minimum Wages Above the 

Poverty Line, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, (2007): 29. 
21

 Vancouver Foundation, Metro Vancouverôs Vital Signs 2007, (2007): 4. 
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rates are similarly higher and vacancy rates lower.22  Market 
housing is simply unaffordable to anyone on low income.  

The dearth of affordable social housing can be traced to the 
federal governmentôs cancellation of funding for non-profit 
and co-op housing in 1993, exacerbated by the Liberalôs 
cancellation of the Homes BC program in 2001.23  Although 
both levels of government have recently made new 
commitments to social housing, these fall significantly below 
current needs.  Plans for new social housing and SRO 
(single resident occupancy) units in the City of Vancouver, 
where the affordable housing crisis is most serious, will not 
even replace units lost to redevelopment.  Between 2003 
and 2005, 99 new SRO units were created while 415 
disappeared; between 2005 and 2006 the disparity was 82 
and 400.24  These pressures will only get worse in the run up 
to the 2010 Olympics as landlords and developers hope to 
cash in on the financial windfall that threatens to displace 
poorer residents.25 

A growing incidence of homelessness is the starkest 
outcome of this crisis.  The Canada Mortgage and Housing 
Corporation identifies two stages that precede 
homelessness.  Those with ócore housing needô spend more 
than 30 percent of their pre-tax household income on 
accommodation; in BC this includes nearly 16 percent of all 
households, and almost one-third (31.4 percent) of renters.  
Those with ósevere housing needô spend at least half of their 
pre-tax income on housing and are typically one divorce, 
illness, layoff or other personal catastrophe away from 
homelessness: 6.7 percent of BC households, and 13.3 
percent of renters, fall into this category.26  Although these 
statistics are not available by gender, the feminization of 
poverty and the disproportionate impoverishment of single 
mothers, women of colour, aboriginal women, new 
immigrants and women with disabilities make these women 
vulnerable.  Those fleeing abusive partners are particularly 
in danger. 

                                            
22

 Ibid., 4-12. 
23

 Social Planning and Research Council of BC, In the Proper Hands: SPARC 

BC Research on Homelessness and Affordable Housing, (2007): 3. 
24

 Pivot Legal Society, Cracks in the Foundation: Solving the Housing Crisis in 

Canadaôs Poorest Neighbourhood, (2006): v. 
25

 Ibid., vi; Marc Lee, ñThe Clock is Ticking on Homelessness and the 

Olympicsò, BC Commentary, Vol. 10, No. 3, (Fall 2007): 1. 
26

 Social Planning and Research Council of BC, In the Proper Hands, (2007): 5. 
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The most recent óhomeless countô in Greater Vancouver 
found 2,174 people on March 15 of 2005.  This number is 
almost double those counted in 2002 (1,121).27  After three 
years of Liberal changes to income assistance and disability 
benefits, homeless people in shelters increased by one-third, 
while the óstreet homelessô increased by 238 percent.  Nearly 
half (45 percent) had some income from income assistance, 
pensions, or disability benefits, a measure of the inadequacy 
of such benefits.  Nearly one-third were aboriginal in origin in 
spite of constituting only 2 percent of the population of the 
Greater Vancouver area; and 35 percent of these were 
women (compared to 27 percent of the non-aboriginal 
homeless).  The number of seniors (over 55) more than 
tripled (from 51 in 2002 to 171 in 2005).  Perhaps most 
distressingly, 40 families, mostly lone mothers, and 74 
children were enumerated; nearly one-third of these children 
were living on the street.  The rising tide of homeless and 
ósevere housing needô, BCers who are one personal 
catastrophe away from losing shelter, reflects the failure of 
public policy. 

Reduced Access to Welfare 

For those unable to work or find employment, social 
assistance is a critical safety net.  The Liberal government in 
British Columbia has systematically reduced access to social 
assistance while lowering meagre welfare rates for those 
who do qualify.  The result increases poverty and hardship 
for thousands of our most vulnerable citizens.  Social 
assistance is especially important to single mothers who 
have the highest rates of poverty, and more limited 
employment options due to childcare responsibilities and 
lack of affordable childcare.  About one-third of BCôs social 
assistance recipients are single-parents, about 90 percent 
mothers.  Indeed a recent report concluded that BC social 
assistance policies constitute a clear case of gender 
discrimination that is contrary to the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms and the BC Human Rights Code.28  

                                            
27

 Greater Vancouver Regional District, ñOn Our Streets and in our Shelters: 

Results of the 2005 Greater Vancouver Homeless Count,ò Homeless Count 2005 

Bulletin, (September 2005): 2. The statistics that follow all come from this 

document. 
28

 Gwen Brodsky, Melina Buckley, Shelagh Day and Margot Young, Human 

Rights Denied: Single Mothers on Social Assistance in British Columbia, 

Poverty and Human Rights Centre, (2005): 6. 



 

 
13 13 

In 2002, the Liberals introduced a range of changes to the 
social assistance program with the intent of saving $581 
million, or 30 percent, of the budget of the Ministry of Human 
Resources which administers the welfare program.29  
Savings were met by closing Ministry offices, laying off staff, 
reducing the numbers on social assistance and the benefits 
of those who continued to qualify.  Almost all categories of 
recipients suffered: families with more than two children, 
single parent families, single adults, and couples without 
children lost between $47 and $145 per month.  In addition, 
single parents saw their exemption for spousal support 
($100) disappear and everyone lost the earned income 
exemption ($100 for singles and $200 for families).  BC is 
the only Canadian jurisdiction that does not allow welfare 
recipients to retain any earnings.30  The Ministryôs own data, 
obtained through a Freedom on Information request, show 
that the savings clawed back through direct cuts to welfare 
recipients amounted to $92 million dollars between 2002 and 
2004.31  Benefits to a single mother with one child constitute 
only 48 percent of the low income cut-off established by 
Statistics Canada; for a single mother with two children this 
figure is 43 percent.32 

In 2006, a single person in BC received $510 per month; a 
single parent with one child $969; taking inflation into 
account, these rates are lower than welfare recipients 
received in 1994.33  In 2007, the Liberals raised shelter 
allowances for all recipients by $50, plus an additional $50 in 
support for single parents and single adults.34  In most cases 
these new rates remain lower than before 2002.  An 
international comparison is damning: comparing single 
parent families in 16 OECD countries, BC ranks 15 out of 16 
(only ahead of the United States) in disposable income after 
paying for housing.  Single mothers in Norway and Austria 

                                            
29

 Seth Klein and Andrea Smith, ñBudget Savings on the Backs of the Poor: 

Who Paid the Price for Welfare Benefit Cuts in BC,ò Behind the Numbers, 

(April 2006): 1. 
30

 Pulkingham, ñBucking the National Trend,ò (2006): 28. 
31

 Ibid., 2. 
32

 Gwen Brodsky et al., Human Rights Denied, (2005): 22. 
33

 Klein & Smith, ñBudget Savings on the Backs of the Poor,ò (2006): 9. 
34

 Paul Kershaw, Measuring Up: Family Benefits in British Columbia and 

Alberta in International Perspective, IRPP Choices, Vol. 13, No. 2, (March 

2007): 33. 
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had over $1,500 in disposable income after paying for 
accommodation; BCers had only $414.35 

As The Dieticians of Canada point out in The Cost of Eating 
in BC 2007, it is impossible to maintain a healthy diet on 
social assistance.  Indeed, it is difficult for anyone who pays 
more than 30 percent of their income on housing to eat 
nutritiously and cover other essentials, the predicament of 
over 200,000 low-income BCers in 2001.36  One outcome of 
inadequate incomes for social assistance recipients, the 
unemployed and low-wage workers, is reliance on food 
banks.  According to the Hunger Count 2007, nearly 2 
percent of the BC population (over 76,000 people) used a 
Food Bank in March 2007: almost half (42 percent) were on 
social assistance; 21.5 percent were on disability income 
support, and 11.5 percent were employed.37  More than a 
third (36 percent) relying on food banks were children; 6 
percent were homeless.38  

Cutting benefits is only part of the Liberal legacy; access to 
social assistance has also been significantly restricted.  The 
percentage of British Columbians on social assistance 
dropped from 6 percent in 2002 to 3.5 percent in 2005; only 
half of this drop can be attributed to an improved labour 
market.39  The rest emerges from policies that ódiscourage, 
delay and denyô applicants; in particular, the three-week job 
search requirement before an in-take interview is conducted, 
the two-year óindependenceô test whereby applicants must 
prove they earned a minimum of $7,000 or worked 840 
hours in the previous two years, and implementation of a 1-
800 number for initial enquiries and compulsory on-line 
computer orientation, wholly inappropriate requirements for 
this population.  Other changes specifically affected women, 
including those leaving violent relationships: single mothers 
were redefined as óemployableô when their youngest child 
turned three (previously seven); the child support exemption 
of $100 was eliminated; full-time students were no longer 

                                            
35

 Ibid., 28. 
36
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eligible for social assistance (eliminating access to 
retraining); back-to-work benefits (e.g. clothing and childcare 
expenses) were eliminated; and childcare subsidies were 
cut.40  The combination discouraged many applicants from 
completing an application (the number dropped by nearly 
one-quarter between 2002 and 2004), increased the 
rejection rate (the acceptance rate dropped from 85 percent 
in 2001-2 to 64 percent in 2003-4), and made it more difficult 
for others, particularly single mothers, to get off social 
assistance and back into the labour force. 41 

New policies also made it harder to qualify for disability 
benefits by forcing people to re-apply with new criteria, 
reducing supports for rehabilitation, employment, housing, 
and mental health services, and reducing benefits (though 
some were increased again in 2005).42  With a higher 
incidence of so-called óinvisibleô or ófluctuatingô disabilities 
such as chronic fatigue, fibromyalgia, arthritis and 
depression,43 women are especially hurt by more restrictive 
definitions of disability.  The insecurity associated with 
periodic review of disability status has exacerbated the 
precarious economic circumstances and health status of 
many women with disabilities.44    

More Regressive Taxation  

Provincial tax policies are a key contributor to the deepening 
gulf between rich and poor in BC.  The Liberals initiated a 
first round of tax cuts in 2001/2 with an almost 25 percent 
across-the-board cut in income tax; this was followed with a 
smaller pre-election tax cut in 2005 targeting low-income 
earners; and finally in 2007/8 a further $1.5 billion tax cut 
was implemented.45  These initiatives reshape the social 
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landscape in two ways: 1) the loss of significant government 
revenues restricts the provinceôs ability to provide services 
and supports at previous levels, reductions that 
disproportionately affect women and other poorer members 
of our society; and 2) the income tax system in BC has 
become more regressive, shifting more economic resources 
away from lower income residents and toward those with 
higher incomes. 

The combined effect of 2001-8 income tax cuts has 
disproportionately advantaged those who need extra income 
the least.  The 2007/8 cuts are worth $82 a year for those 
earning between $15,000 and $20,000 (and zero for those 
earning less than $15,000), but $864 annually for those 
earning $100,000 or more.46  Not only do tax cuts put more 
money into the pockets of the most affluent BCers, this cash 
also represents a larger percentage of their taxable incomes: 

Annual Taxable Income Tax Cut (2000-2008) as 
Share of Taxable Income  

$15,000 0.37 percent 

$20,000 2.84 percent 

$30,000 1.94 percent 

$50,000 2.55 percent 

$70,000 2.94 percent 

$100,000 3.90 percent 

$150,000 4.27 percent 

Source: Stuart Murray, ñWho Gets What from the 2007 BC 
Tax Cut?ò Behind the Numbers, May 2007:2. 

This pattern has significant gendered consequences in a 
province where women earn an average of 62.8 percent of 
menôs income ($23,500 versus $37,400 in 2003).47 
Regressive changes in BC income tax policies have 
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exacerbated the gap between rich and poor, and hence, the 
chasm between women and men.48  

Part 2: While the Economy Strengthensé   

For the past few years the BC economy has been booming 
and unemployment rates have reached lows not seen in 
several decades.  In July 2007, unemployment averaged 4.1 
percent provincially and was below 5 percent in every region 
except the North Coast Nechako (where it was 7.7 
percent).49  Men had slightly higher unemployment rates 
than women; as did those under 25 years of age, but all age 
groups have lower levels in recent years.50  However, 
prospects are not equal across differently racialized 
communities: aboriginal men and women51 and recent 
immigrants of colour52 typically experience unemployment 
rates double those of other Canadian workers.  Similarly, 
rates of employment vary for different groups, with women, 
aboriginal Canadians and new immigrants with lower rates 
than non-aboriginal native-born men.  In BC, employment 
rates have dropped slightly for both men (77.1 percent) and 
women (57.3 percent), indicating that fewer people are 
looking for work.53 

Rates of employment and unemployment are crude 
measures of economic prosperity.  They tell us little about 
changes in jobs available or wages, working conditions and 
benefits.  A closer look at BC employment trends shows that 
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the benefits of a booming economy are both uneven and 
gendered.  Moreover, government policies have done much 
to reshape the landscape of employment opportunities in 
ways that have been particularly detrimental for women, 
aboriginal peoples, and recent immigrants of colour. 

The Gendered Wage Gap 

The gender division of paid and unpaid labour remains a 
central feature of the Canadian labour market.  Women 
continue to work in a more limited range of occupations than 
men, and earn less across all categories of occupations and 
educational levels.  It remains the case in 2006 that two-
thirds of all employed women work in four areas: teaching, 
nursing/other health care, clerical, and sales/service; in 
comparison, less than one-third of men are similarly 
concentrated.54  Women are under-represented in the more 
lucrative fields including management (36 percent female), 
science/engineering (22 percent female), primary industries 
(20.5 percent female), transport/construction (6.5 percent 
female), and manufacturing (31 percent female).55  A large 
body of scholarship in Canada and elsewhere has 
documented that wages are directly related to whether jobs 
have historically been staffed by women or men, with ómenôs 
workô earning a premium while ówomenôs workô is 
systematically undervalued.56  

According to Statistics Canada, women working full-time all 
year in 2003 earned an average of 70.5 percent of the 
wages of male counterparts.57  As Table 1 shows, the 
gendered wage-gap persists across all occupational groups, 
ranging from women earning just over half of menôs incomes 
in medicine/health and sales/service, to 80 percent in 
science, artistic/recreation and clerical work.  Moreover, as 
Table 2 illustrates, the wage-gap does not diminish with 
higher levels of education; women with university degrees 
earn only 69 percent of men with a university education.  
Although the proportion of women with higher education has 
increased such that more women than men now hold 
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university degrees, nevertheless the wage gap has not 
appreciably declined.  According to Statistics Canada this is 
because during the 1990s ñwhile real wages increased in 
male-dominated areas such as engineering, mathematics 
and computer sciences, they fell in female dominated 
sectors such as health and educationò.58  

Table 1: Average Annual Earnings, by Occupation and 
Gender, Full-Time, Full-Year Workers, 2003

Occupation Women Men Women 
Earnings as 
percent of Men 

Managerial 46,600 69,000 67.4 

Administrative 35,500 55,700 63.7 

Professions: 
  Business/Finance 
  Natural Sciences 
  Social Sciences/ 
    Religion 
  Teaching 
  Medicine/Health 
  Artistic/Recreation 

 
55,800 
55,300 

 
63,900 
47,500 
61,100 
33,600 

 
80,400 
66,500 

 
91,200 
63,300 

116,300 
41,900 

 
69.3 
83.1 

 
70.0 
75.0 
52.5 
80.0 

Clerical 33,300 41,800 79.7 

Sales/service 24,100 43,300 55.7 

Trades/Transport 24,800 43,500 57.1 

Primary 19,200 31,500 60.8 

Manufacturing 26,200 45,100 58.01 

Total 36,500 51,700 70.5 

Source: Statistics Canada, Women in Canada Fifth Edition: 
A Gender-based Statistical Report, 2006: 153.  
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Average Annual Earnings, by Education and Gender, Full-Time, 
Full-Year, 2003  

Educational Attainment Women Men Womenôs 
Earnings as 
% of Women 

Less than Grade 9 21.700 31,200 69.4 

Some Secondary School 22,900 40,000 57.3 

Secondary School Graduate 30,500 43,000 71.0 

Some Post-Secondary 31,500 41,600 75.6 

Post-Sec Certificate/Diploma 34,200 49,800 68.6 

University Degree 53,400 77,500 68.9 

Total 36,500 51,700 70.5 

Source: Statistics Canada, Women in Canada, Fifth Edition: 
A Gender-based Statistical Report, 2006:152. 

These broad patterns of gendered employment inequities 
are no different in British Columbia than in the rest of 
Canada.  In 2005, women in Vancouver earned 73 percent 
of menôs incomes in management ($52,600 versus $71,800), 
58 percent in sales/service ($21,500 versus $36,700) and 54 
percent in education/ government service ($37,800 versus 
$70,600).59  These comparisons are for full-time, full-year 
employment.  The gendered wage gap increases when we 
factor in womenôs greater likelihood of working part-time. 
More than one quarter of all women (26 percent) in Canada 
work part-time compared to only one in ten men (11 
percent); and fully one-quarter of part-time women indicated 
they wanted full-time work.60  The most common reason 
given for choosing part-time employment was ñpersonal and 
family responsibilitiesò including childcare and elder care.61 
Part-timers typically earn lower wages and enjoy fewer 
benefits than full-timers, hence widening the gendered wage 
gap. 

These gendered patterns affect life in retirement as well. 
Since they are more likely to be part-time, casual, and low-
wage, women are less likely to have private pension plans, 
to get maximum benefit from the Canada Pension Plan, or to 
be able to save significant RRSP contributions.  As Statistics 
Canada notes, ñbecause womenôs earning have traditionally 
been lower than their male counterparts, their contributions, 
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and therefore their subsequent benefits, are in many cases 
also lowerò.62  The average income of women over 65 years 
of age is $10,000 less than menôs.63  Women who never 
worked outside the home do not receive Canada Pension 
benefits, and those who do receive an average of $2,000 
less per year than their male counterparts.64  Only 26 
percent of the income of women over 65 comes from private 
pensions, compared to 41 percent of senior menôs income.65  
Not surprisingly then, twice as many senior women (9 
percent) as men (4 percent) are living below Statistics 
Canadaôs low-income cut-off, a figure that rises to 19 percent 
for women living alone.66  Government policies in BC widen 
this retirement discrepancy. 

Other jurisdictions in Canada have tried to address the 
gendered wage gap through pay equity and employment 
equity measures.  Not so British Columbia.  Among the 
Liberalsô first acts in office was to dismantle the Public 
Sector Employerôs Council Pay Equity Policy Framework 
enacted by the previous government.  The Liberals removed 
the pay equity provision from the Human Rights Code, and 
simply abandoned the policy of redressing the gendered 
wage gap.67  In regard to employment equity (policies 
designed to redress hiring disadvantages for women, people 
of colour, those of aboriginal origin and those with 
disabilities), they dismantled the reporting process and no 
longer collect equity data, a process Abigail Bakan and 
Audrey Kobayashi refer to as public policy ñthrough the back 
doorò.68  Failing to collect data makes it difficult for critics to 
demonstrate ongoing, or increasing, labour market 
disadvantages.  

Other Liberal policies help to widen gender inequalities 
embedded in the BC labour market.  Three key areas of 
labour market policy are particularly detrimental to women: 
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changes to public sector employment, especially in health 
care; changes to employment standards and minimum 
wages; and policies that limit womenôs access to affordable 
childcare.   

Public Sector Employment 

The public sector is a major employer for women and a 
significant source of well-paid and secure jobs.  High rates of 
unionization, the concentration of professional jobs 
associated with higher levels of education, and greater 
gender parity in public sector wages combine to make public 
sector employment among the best of ówomenôs workô. 69  In 
2001, nearly one-in-five women in BC worked in the public 
sector, representing over 70 percent of all public 
employees.70  As Sylvia Fuller has recently noted, public 
sector employment in British Columbia is considerably more 
advantageous for women than for men.  Relative to women 
working in the private sector, public sector employees 
receive a ówage premiumô.  This ópremiumô does not exist for 
men because, Fuller notes, it is really ñthe absence of the 
disadvantage they face relative to men in the private 
sectorò.71  The more substantial gender pay gap in the 
private than the public sector means that shrinking public 
sector employment increases the gendered wage gap.72  Yet 
the Liberal government cut over 20,000 jobs in the public 
sector in their first term in office; three-quarters of all staff cut 
were women.73  

Cuts to the public sector have involved the adoption of 
óalternative service deliveryô, a euphemism for privatization 
through contracting-out.  This has been particularly prevalent 
in health care, where the Liberals unilaterally stripped union 
contracts of óno contracting-outô language (Bill 29) for 
hospital and long-term care workers; union protection would 
not follow the tens of thousands of jobs in housekeeping, 
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laundry, security, and food service contracted out in 2002.74 
For those who followed jobs to the private sector, wages 
were cut by more than 40 percent75, and ñmore than 30 
years of pay equity gains for women in health support 
occupationsò that had narrowed the gap for female hospital 
support workers ï disproportionately immigrant women of 
colour ï was eliminated.76  

In 2007, the Supreme Court of Canada struck down sections 
of Bill 29 and found that disregarding processes of collective 
bargaining by unilaterally eliminating contracting out 
protection violated the Charter of Rights and Freedoms.77 
Six months later, the province finally reached an $85 million 
settlement with the Hospital Employeesô Union and other 
unions, and agreed to consult on future contracting-out.78  In 
spite of this victory, the long-term consequences of 
privatization in health care continue: ñlow pay, meagre 
benefits, heavy workloads, poor training, and no job 
securityò.79  A recent study documents a diverse range of ill 
effects: lower morale, increased staff turnover, higher rates 
of absenteeism, decreased productivity, less time for patient 
care, personal financial difficulties, longer hours, impaired 
health and well-being, more stress in family relationships, 
and less ability to participate in community and volunteer 
activities.80  In sum, Liberal privatization has turned 
previously ógoodô jobs in health care into another feminized 
ghetto of stressful, insecure, unrewarding, low-wage work. 

Alternative service deliveryô has not been restricted to health 
care.  Contracting-out public sector jobs is central to goals of 
management flexibility embedded in neo-liberal New Public 
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Management strategies.81  A recent study of contracting-out 
in two locations ï shifting BC Hydro óback officeô work82 to 
Accenture, and administration of the provincial Medical 
Services Plan and Pharmacare programs to Maximus ï 
shows that óalternative service deliveryô brings lower wages, 
worse working conditions, more job insecurity, and 
demoralization.  ñTheir main tools of óinnovationô are cost 
minimization, de-skilling of staff, surveillance, increased 
hierarchical control, and a unilateral push by the employer to 
make people work harderò.83  Liberal decisions to contract-
out tens of thousands of public sector jobs injure workers 
and the public who need these services.  Equally important, 
restructuring the public sector increases gender inequality in 
the BC labour market.  Disturbingly, the women hurt most 
are those who attain the greatest benefit from the public 
sector ópremiumô ï those who are the most disadvantaged in 
the labour market because they are employed in 
occupations deemed less skilled or part-time or casual.84  

Declining Employment Standards 

Employment standards set the minimum terms for working 
conditions in British Columbia, covering everything from 
minimum wages that must be paid to maximum hours of 
work, overtime pay and holiday pay.  In its first term, the 
Liberal government made ñsubstantive changes to nearly 
every aspect of employment standards law, its 
administration and enforcementò.85  These substantive 
changes are designed to provide employers with increased 
flexibility; unfortunately their increased flexibility has meant 
decreased protection for workers.  Since minimum standards 
have the greatest impact on the most marginal sectors of the 
labour market ï those working in minimum or low-wage jobs 
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