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ACTION STILL NEEDED ON CHILD POVERTY

As the child poverty rate climbed once again in British Columbia, the two largest political parties in the province 
have taken sharply different approaches to poverty.

The New Democratic Party introduced a bill in the BC Legislature in June that would commit the province to adopt a 
full-�edged poverty reduction plan within a year. The bill calls for the plan to include speci�c legislated targets and 
timelines for reducing poverty.

British Columbia, Alberta and Saskatchewan are the only provinces that have not made any �rm commitment to a 
comprehensive anti-poverty plan.

Meanwhile, the BC Liberal government has been resisting calls to follow the lead of Liberal, Conservative and NDP 
governments elsewhere in Canada. BC cabinet ministers continue to shy away from targets and timetables and the 
government appears to be saying that existing provincial programs and policies somehow amount collectively to an 
anti-poverty program.

British Columbia�s poor showing in child poverty year after year, however, makes it clear that the status quo is not 
enough. The latest �gures from Statistics Canada showed that the child poverty rate in BC rose from 14.5 percent in 
2008 to 16.4 percent in 2009 using the agency�s Low Income Cut-Offs (LICOs) before tax as a measure of poverty.

Under the Low Income Cut-Offs after income taxes, the rate rose from 10.4 percent to 12 percent. It was the eighth 
year in a row that BC had the worst child poverty rate after tax of any province.

Public opinion polls in BC and other parts of Canada have consistently shown strong support for �ghting poverty. 
The 2010 report from the Environics Institute for Survey Research said 78 percent of Canadians believed the federal 
government should spend more to �ght child poverty. In a similar poll two years earlier, 87 percent of BC respon-
dents thought the prime minister and the premier should both set concrete targets and timelines for reducing 
poverty.1

Just this fall, the BC of�ce of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives calculated that poverty costs British 
Columbia $8.1 billion to $9.2 billion every year. The estimated cost of a poverty reduction plan would be $3 billion 
to $4 billion a year � or less than half of what we lose to poverty.2

This year�s BC child poverty report card includes a special section on poverty among immigrants. Poverty rates 
among recent immigrants have been rising in recent years and it is taking longer for immigrant family incomes to 
catch up to the incomes of Canadian-born families.

Research recently completed at the University of British Columbia shows many immigrant workers are relegated to 
�survival employment� that ignores their education, skills and past work experience. Canada recruits skilled and 
educated immigrants, but it also allows employment policies that con�ne many immigrants to low-paid and insecure 
work, the study concluded.3

Refugee families are burdened by Canada�s transportation loan repayment requirement, creating pressure on them 
and their teenage children to take any work in order to meet monthly payments demands.

The evidence and recommendations in this report call for bold and focused action from both the provincial and 
federal governments to signi�cantly reduce child and family poverty. It is also a call to all BC residents to speak up 
for the province�s vulnerable children, struggling families, and a healthier society for us all.

1	 Environics Institute for Survey Research, Focus Canada 2010, p. 20; Trish Hennessy and Armine Yalnizyan, Ready for Leadership: Canadians’ 
Perceptions of Poverty, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (October, 2008) p. 16.

2	 Iglika Ivanova, The Cost of Poverty in BC, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (July, 2011).
3	 Jennifer Jihye Chun and Amanda Cheong, �Immigrants and Low-Paid Work: Persistent Problems, Enduring Consequences,� (August, 2011).
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BC CHILD POVERTY RATE RISES

British Columbia was once again near the bottom of the pack with a child poverty rate of 16.4 percent in 2009, using 
Statistics Canada�s Low Income Cut-Offs before tax as a measure of poverty. The BC rate was only slightly lower than 
the Manitoba rate of 16.8 percent and was much higher than the national rate for all ten provinces of 14 percent.

The number of poor children in BC was 137,000 � about the same as the total populations of Kamloops, Fort St. 
John, Port Alberni and Powell River combined.

BC still had the highest provincial child poverty rate in 2009 using Statistics Canada�s Low Income Cut-Offs after 
income taxes. It was the eighth consecutive year that the province had the worse record of any province. The after-
tax rate in BC was 12 percent � 100,000 poor children � and the national rate was 9.5 percent.

CHILD POVERTY RATES BY PROVINCE, 2009

Source: Statistics Canada, Income in Canada 2009, Table 802, Cat. no. 75-202-X

HIGHER RATE FOR YOUNG CHILDREN

BC children under six had a higher poverty rate of 20.2 percent in 2009, compared to the overall BC child poverty 
rate of 16.4 percent. This percentage represents 51,900 young children in this province, an increase of 4,100 children 
over the previous year. BC�s under-six poverty rate has been higher than the national rate since 2002.

Higher rates for young children are very alarming, given the importance of the early years of life for children�s de-
velopment. The most recent Early Development Instrument data from the Human Early Learning Partnership at the 
University of British Columbia shows increasing developmental vulnerability for the province�s children upon school 
entry, now reaching 31 percent at risk. This is not unexpected, with persistently high poverty levels in the under six 
population.4

4   See http://earlylearning.ubc.ca/maps/edi/bc/.
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CHILD POVERTY OVER THE YEARS

British Columbia�s child poverty rates have been well above the national average for most of the current decade. 
While the national child poverty rate was on a strong downward trend because of year after year of economic 
growth, the BC child poverty rate soared to a record high 24.6 percent in 2003 and fell down near the national rate 
only in 2008.

In 2009, the BC child poverty rate climbed back up to 16.4 percent, while the national rate fell slightly to 14 percent.

The graph below shows a national child poverty rate that climbed sharply after the recession of 1981�1982, fell for 
the rest of the 1980s, and then rose sharply again following the recession of 1990-1991. The national rate has been 
falling more or less steadily in recent years.

Strangely enough, most child poverty rates went down during the recession of 2008-2009. British Columbia, Alberta 
and Newfoundland and Labrador were the only provinces to see their rates rise in 2009.

The graph also shows that BC child poverty rates have been higher than the national average every single year 
starting in 1999. Some years, the BC rates were signi�cantly higher.

CHILD POVERTY RATES FOR CANADA AND BRITISH COLUMBIA, 1976�2009

Source: Statistics Canada, Income in Canada 2009, Table 802, Cat. no. 75-202-X
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CHILD POVERTY BY FAMILY TYPE

Lone-parent families have traditionally had poverty rates much higher than two-parent families, but the difference 
between the two has narrowed considerably in the last several years with more lone parents in the labour force and 
fewer on welfare.

The poverty rate for BC children living in families headed by lone-parent mothers was a record low of 24.2 percent in 
2009, down from 30.9 percent in 2008. Despite this drop, their poverty rate was still one of the higher poverty rates 
among any family type in BC. This may re�ect the realities that many lone-parent mothers can only �nd part-time 
work or have trouble �nding affordable child care for their children.

The poverty rate for BC children in two-parent families was 15 percent in 2009, up from 12.2 percent a year earlier.

Nearly 74 percent or 101,000 of the poor children in 2009 lived in two-parent families, and nearly 18 percent or 
24,000 poor children lived with lone-parent mothers. The remaining 12,000 poor children or nine percent lived with 
lone-parent fathers or in other family arrangements.

BC CHILD POVERTY RATES BY FAMILY TYPE, 1976�2009

Source: Statistics Canada, Income in Canada 2009, Table 802, Cat. no. 75-202-X
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FAMILIES WELL BELOW THE POVERTY LINE

Poor families often live well below the poverty line � what is sometimes called the depth of poverty. Statistics 
Canada reported that poor two-parent families lived an average of $14,200 below the poverty line in 2009. For a 
family of four living in a large city, the poverty line was $41,307 in 2009. The depth of poverty �gure means the family 
would have only $27,107 in income before tax.
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Depth of poverty �gures were not available in 2009 for families led by lone-parent females, but their depth of pov-
erty in previous years ranged from $9,800 to $12,800. With a poverty line of $34,022 in 2009 for a family of three in 
a large city, average family income would have been between $21,222 and $24,222.

CHILD POVERTY RATES IN HIGH-RISK FAMILIES, CANADA, 2005

a The rate for BC children of recent immigrants is even higher at 49.6% (1 in 2).
b Campaign 2000, 2010 Report Card on Child and Family Poverty in Canada: 1989-2010, p 5. 
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CHILD POVERTY AND WORKING PARENTS

Low-wage workers in British Columbia �nally got a break from the provincial government this year, with long-overdue 
increases in the minimum wage for most categories of workers.

The minimum wage went up from $8 to $8.75 an hour on May 1, 2011, and to $9.50 an hour on Nov. 1, 2011. A further 
increase to $10.25 an hour has been announced for May 1, 1012.

These increases will help take some of the �nancial sting out of low-paying jobs, but they are not large enough to 
make sure that people who work full-time, full-year do not live in poverty. Even with the increases planned for next 
May, full-time, full-year workers living on their own will wind up about $4,000 below the poverty line for a large city.

The situation will remain even more dif�cult for families with children. A parent with dependents would have to earn 
much more than the minimum wage to make ends meet.

Minimum wage policy is part of a much larger issue about low-wage jobs in Canada. Canada is considered a low-
wage country under the standards of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development because about 
one-quarter of its paid labour force work for wages less than two-thirds of the median wage. Statistics Canada said 
the median wage in 2009 was $19.25 an hour, so low-wage jobs paid $12.83 an hour or less.

Having a well-paying job can make a huge difference in family income, but good jobs are not always easy to �nd. 
In 2009, 48 percent of the poor children in BC � 55,700 children � lived in families with at least one adult working 
full-time, full-year.

As the graph shows, BC had the highest proportion of poor children living in families where at least one of the 
parents worked full-time, full-year. Statistics Canada did not calculate percentages in New Brunswick, Prince Edward 
Island, and Newfoundland and Labrador because of the relatively small number of residents surveyed in those 
provinces.

POOR CHILDREN WITH ONE OR MORE PARENTS EMPLOYED FULL-TIME, FULL-YEAR, 2009

FACT SHEET #4

Source: Statistics Canada, special data run
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Aside from its work in advocating a full-�edged poverty reduction plan for British Columbia, First Call has also been 
promoting a living wage for families with children. The living wage is well above the poverty line, but still provides 
only a bare-bones budget without luxury items. �The living wage sets a higher test � it re�ects what earners in a 
family need to bring home, based on the actual costs of living in a speci�c community,� says an update report for 
2011. �The living wage is a call to private and public employers themselves to pay wages to both direct and contract 
employees suf�cient to provide the basics to families with children.�5

The living wage calculations include the cost of food, shelter and clothing, a used car, child care expenses, health 
care not included in medicare, and money to cover federal and provincial income taxes, other payroll deductions, 
and Medical Service Plan monthly premiums. Government transfers like the Canada Child Tax Bene�t are included 
in family income.

As of 2011, a two-earner family of four with two children and two adults would require the following hourly living 
wages to meet their basic needs.

Metro Vancouver 	 $18.81

Greater Victoria		  $18.03

Esquimalt 		  $17.31

Kamloops 		  $17.27

Kelowna 		  $16.98

Abbotsford 		  $16.42

District 69 (Qualicum)	 $16.27

Williams Lake 		  $15.77

Cranbrook 		  $14.16

The calculations assume both parents work full-time at 35 hours per week.

Details for improving the minimum wage appear in Appendix 2 of this report.

CHILD CARE, LIVING WAGES, AND POVERTY REDUCTION

First Call recently endorsed the Community Plan for a Public System of Integrated Early Care and 
Learning, developed by the Early Childhood Educators of BC and the Coalition of Child Care Advocates 
of BC. The Plan integrates the best of public education and quality child care, proposing an Early Care 
and Learning Act for BC which legislates the right of all young children to access quality services that 
respect their unique developmental needs; the right of all families to access quality, affordable care for 
their children on a voluntary basis; and the right of First Nations to govern their own services. Proposals 
include capping child care fees at $10 a day for full-time care, and improving the wages and education 
of early childhood educators.

Metro Vancouver�s living wage rate would be lowered by $3.52 per hour if these recommendations were 
implemented.6 Child care is the second highest cost (and in some places the highest) in living wage 
family budget calculations. A public system of early care and learning is a critical plank in�a poverty 
reduction strategy.

5	 Iglika Ivanova and Seth Klein, �Working for a Living Wage,� (Vancouver: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, March 2011).  
See also http://livingwageforfamilies.ca.

6   See Living Wage for Families policy calculator at: http://livingwageforfamilies.ca/policy/
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FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN ON WELFARE

�Assistance rates shame our province,� said the headline on the editorial in the Victoria Times Colonist last August 30.

The newspaper was writing about a Victoria welfare recipient with a disability who was terminally ill with cancer and 
suffering under the long-standing policies of the BC government. But the editorial could also have been about the 
many thousands of other British Columbians forced into the �legislated poverty� of our welfare system.

The National Council of Welfare calculated that a BC two-parent family with two children aged 10 and 15 on income 
assistance received a total income of $21,179 in 2009. That�s a whopping $20,128 less than the Statistics Canada 
poverty line for a large urban area like Vancouver.

A BC lone-parent family with one child aged two received $16,899, or $10,775 less than the poverty line.

The BC Ministry of Social Development says there was an average of 34,011 children in families on welfare in 2009. 
Many of the children were in lone-parent families, mostly families led by lone-parent mothers. The number of people 
on welfare started to level off in 2010 and 2011.

Welfare recipients in British Columbia and other provinces have consistently survived on incomes well below the 
poverty line. They are frequently forced to rely on food banks and other sources of charity to feed and clothe their 
children. In 2009, the sample BC two-parent family was at 51 percent of the poverty line for a large city, and the BC 
lone-parent family was at 61 percent of the poverty line.

BC WELFARE INCOMES AS A PERCENTAGE OF THE POVERTY LINE, 1989�2009

Source: National Council of Welfare, Welfare Incomes 2009
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The graph shows clearly that welfare incomes for families have been consistently depressed for the past two de-
cades under Social Credit, New Democratic Party and Liberal provincial governments. The so-called high point for 
welfare incomes was 1994. The low point was 2005.

Funding for welfare programs has changed signi�cantly in recent years. The federal government got rid of cost-
sharing for welfare in favour of block grants to the provinces. Another important change was the introduction of the 
Canada Child Tax Bene�t, which increased federal bene�ts for parents but also allowed provinces to �claw back� 
part of the payments they made for welfare. A third change was the taxable federal Universal Child Care Bene�t of 
$1,200 a year for children under six.

The next graph shows the changes in federal and BC payments to two-parent and one-parent families, as calculated 
by the National Council of Welfare. The 1989 �gures have been converted to 2009 dollars to account for changes in 
the cost of living between 1989 and 2009. The graph also shows the poverty line for that family.

FEDERAL AND PROVINCIAL SHARES OF WELFARE INCOMES, 1989 AND 2009 (CONSTANT $2009)

Source: National Council of Welfare, Welfare Incomes 2009; Poverty Lines from Statistics Canada

While total welfare incomes were about the same in both years, federal payments to families more than doubled. 
The proportionately larger increase for the lone-parent family with a child under six occurred because of the ad-
dition of the Universal Child Care Bene�t. Meanwhile, provincial payments to both families declined signi�cantly.

Campaign 2000 has called for major increases in welfare rates for all recipients and the annual indexing of welfare 
rates based on increases in the cost of living. Until that happens, we will have what the Times Colonist called �institu-
tional cruelty in the guise of income assistance policies.� As the newspaper concluded: �That is morally wrong, and 
will have damaging consequences for decades to come.�
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CHILD AND FAMILY POVERTY AMONG NEW IMMIGRANTS

Canada has historically received many bene�ts from immigrant families. �There is a strong commitment to con-
tinue immigration by governments across Canada to lessen the negative impacts of our aging demographic pro�le 
and help sustain our working age population and the educational, social and health services we all depend on.�  
Immigrant and refugee children will spend more of their lives in Canada than their parents, so it is crucial that they 
be supported to achieve their full potential and contribute to our collective future.�

Recent immigrants to Canada are one of the groups of people known to be at high risk of poverty, and this risk has 
signi�cantly increased in recent years. In particular, poverty rates for immigrant children and younger adults have 
been on the rise.7

The graph below shows the latest poverty rates reported by Statistics Canada for children in families that immi-
grated to BC.

POVERTY RATES BY PERIOD OF IMMIGRATION, BC CHILDREN UNDER 18, 2005

The BC child poverty rate in Canadian-born families was 16.2 percent, while the rates for BC children who immi-
grated were all substantially higher. The child poverty rate in families that immigrated between 2001 and 2006 was 
an astoundingly high 49.6 percent. The rates in other immigrant families were also unacceptably high.

The higher poverty rates are linked to higher unemployment and lower incomes for parents who recently arrived in 
Canada.

7   Garnett Picot, Yuqian Lu and Feng Hou, �Immigrant Low-Income Rates: The Role of Market Income and Government Transfers,� Perspectives 
(Statistics Canada, December 2009).

FACT SHEET #6
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Immigrants to British Columbia add billions of dollars to the provincial economy. One estimate put the �gure for 
Greater Vancouver alone at $22.8 billion in 2005.11

Public opinion polling over the years shows strong support for the notion that immigration has a positive impact on 
the economy. Eighty percent of Canadians supported this view in the 2010 polling.12

On the other hand, the economic challenges facing immigrants of working age showed there are also negative 
attitudes at large. One study using resumes sent to on-line job postings in Toronto showed employers were more 
receptive to applicants with English-sounding names rather than Chinese, Indian or Pakistani names, and they were 
more receptive to applicants with work experience in Canada than work experience in a foreign country.13

Labour force statistics show higher unemployment rates for recent immigrants than native-born Canadians. In 2009, 
for example, the unemployment rate for immigrants who arrived in the past �ve years was 11.8 percent in BC, while 
the rate for native-born workers was 7.8 percent.

BC Stats also reported that the unemployment rate for recent arrivals with post-secondary degrees was 10.6 percent 
in 2009 compared to 3.9 percent for Canadian-born workers.14

Unemployment overall in BC rose because of the recession of 2008-2009 and then declined. Among recent im-
migrants in Greater Vancouver, however, the rate is still in the range of 15 percent or about twice the overall BC 
unemployment rate.15

The most detailed information on the immigrant work force is found in census data, and it suggests that it takes 
many years for immigrants to catch up to Canadian-born workers in terms of their income.

TWO STORIES

Ada immigrated from China twelve years ago. She found a job at a restaurant working for less than 
minimum wage while simultaneously going to school. She agreed to work for $5 an hour � one third less 
than her fellow colleagues � operating under the perception that a lack of experience in the restaurant 
industry was a valid reason to be subjected to below-minimum wage pay.

Robert was a very recent arrival to Canada, emigrating from the Philippines in April 2010 with his wife 
and two sons. After studying electrical engineering in university, he worked for thirteen years in the ship-
building and ship repair industry. Eager to take advantage of new economic opportunities in Canada, 
Robert attended numerous workshops to help him �nd employment soon after arriving in Canada. 
However, after months of unsuccessful job searching and the evaporation of $20,000 in savings to pay 
for basic living expenses for himself and his family, he abandoned his career to work as a janitor.

� Jennifer Jihye Chun and Amanda Cheong,  
Immigrants and Low-Paid Work: Persistent Problems, Enduring Consequences, 2011.

11	 Daniel Hiebert, �The Economic Integration of Immigrants in Metropolitan Vancouver,� Choices (June 2009), p. 33.
12  Environics Institute for Survey Research, Focus Canada 2010, p. 29.
13  Philip Oreopoulos, �Why Do Skilled Immigrants Struggle in the Labor Market?� Metropolis British Columbia (May 2009).
14  BC Stats, Immigrant Labour Force Survey 2009.
15	 Philip Park, Stella Park, Laura Lepper, �Economic Recession and Immigrant Labour Market Outcomes in Canada, 2006�2011, TIEDI Analytical 

Report (July 2011).
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The table below gives the details using median family income by period of immigration. The income includes earned 
income, other forms of market income, and transfer payments from governments.

MEDIAN FAMILY INCOME IN GREATER VANCOUVER, 2005

Non-Immigrant Families $80,127

Immigrated Before 1961 $67,305

Immigrated 1961�1970 $78,086

Immigrated 1971�1980 $80,600

Immigrated 1981�1990 $62,305

Immigrated 1991�1995 $54,168

Immigrated 1996�2000 $50,998

Immigrated 2001�2004 $41,545

Source: 2006 Census of Canada, Income and Earnings Tables, 97-563-XCB2006021

Very recent immigrants had a median family income of only $41,545 in 2005. The median is the half-way point, and 
it means that half of the families in this group of immigrants had incomes below $41,545. Most of them were living 
in poverty. The poverty line for a family of four in Greater Vancouver was $38,635 in 2005.16

The table shows that it took as long as 35 years for median incomes to catch up with median incomes of non-
immigrant families. The catch-up took place for immigrants who had arrived between 1971 and 1980. Their median 
income reached $80,600 or just above the median for non-immigrant families.

The pattern is the same when the income statistics are broken down by level of education. The next table shows the 
statistics for Greater Vancouver in 2005 for persons with a bachelor�s degree from university. These �gures are for 
individual, rather than family incomes. Once again, it was only those who had immigrated between 1971 and 1980 
who �nally caught up with median non-immigrant incomes by 2005.

MEDIAN INCOMES FOR PERSONS IN GREATER VANCOUVER  
WITH BACHELOR�S DEGREES FROM UNIVERSITY, 2005

Non-Immigrants $42,049

Immigrated Before 1961 $46,840

Immigrated 1961�1970 $42,938

Immigrated 1971�1980 $42,352

Immigrated 1981�1990 $30,981

Immigrated 1991�1995 $22,667

Immigrated 1996�2000 $21,572

Immigrated 2001�2004 $18,042

Source: 2006 Census of Canada, Income and Earnings Tables, 97-563-XCB2006006

16   Statistics Canada, Low Income Lines, 2009-2010, Cat. no. 75F0002M, no. 2 (June 2011).
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REFUGEE TRANSPORTATION LOANS BURDEN FAMILIES

Refugees resettled to Canada must pay for their medical exams and their travel to Canada.� Since most 
refugees, of course, can�t afford these expenses, Canada offers them a loan.� As a result, refugee families 
start their new life in Canada with a debt of up to $10,000 or more.� They are asked to begin making 
loan payments 30 days after landing in Canada and interest will be charged after one to three years, 
depending on the size of the loan.

These loans undermine refugees� ability to integrate and to contribute to their full potential in their new 
home.� Refugee youth are forced to work long hours while going to school, or even postpone further 
education, because of the need to pay back the debt. Parents postpone upgrading their skills and 
quali�cations while working at low-end jobs to meet the monthly loan payments.

See: Canadian Council for Refugees, http://ccrweb.ca/en/transportation-loans

This long period of poverty for so many immigrant families has serious implications for their children�s health and 
development. Many newcomer children are spending their entire childhood and teen years living in poverty, with 
all the attendant vulnerabilities this creates. It makes no sense for governments to recruit highly-skilled and well-
educated immigrants�and then promote or turn a blind eye to employment practices�that consign them to low-paid 
and insecure jobs. Better supports and public policy changes that reduce the barriers that trap many immigrant 
parents in low-paying jobs, despite their education levels, are urgently needed.

For immigrants and refugees to achieve economic and social success from their transitions to life in Canada, and 
not to face persistent poverty, collaboration is needed between governments, community service providers, em-
ployers, and community leaders.�  Core supports for immigrants in BC come from immigrant settlement service 
organizations, as well as from educational institutions and government bodies, supported by federal and provincial 
governments along with numerous other funders.�  Services available to immigrants and refugees include broad 
information and support services, English-language training, employment counselling, family supports, and com-
munity development.� BC�s community-based not-for-pro�t immigrant settlement service providers are members of 
the Af�liation of Multicultural Societies and Service Agencies of BC (AMSSA), a provincial association which works 
to advance settlement and integration outcomes for international newcomers to BC.� AMSSA�s immigrant-serving 
member agencies work directly with immigrants and refugees, and conduct broader advocacy activities, to help 
minimize poverty�s impacts.

Canada�s Live-in Caregiver Program brings primarily women to this country to work in private homes car-
ing for their employer�s children or other family members. The program rules restrict them to this private 
caregiving work and stipulate that they must accumulate 24 months of authorized full-time work within a 
four year period if they want to apply for permanent resident status. Room and board is deducted from 
caregivers� minimum wage salaries, bringing their net income below the poverty line for a single person 
in most BC cities. Since many live-in caregivers are parents, they actually live on even less, because they 
send money home to support their extended families.� Under this program caregivers who are parents 
report waiting �ve to eight years to be reunited with their own children.17 �

17  Citizenship and Immigration Canada, �Working Temporarily in Canada: The Live-in Caregiver Program, www.cic.gc.ca/english/work/
caregiver/index.asp; Canadian Council for Refugees, Non-Citizens in Canada: Equally Human, Equally Entitled to Rights, Report to the 
UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights on Canada’s compliance with the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights, March 2006, p. 6.
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INCOMES OF FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN: GROWING INEQUALITY

There�s a good reason you may think you�re not getting your fair share of the income pie. The stark reality is that the 
largest slices of the pie go to the well-to-do, and the other slices are small by comparison.

In fact, the richest ten percent took 27.1 percent of all the personal income earned by families with children in British 
Columbia in 2009. The graph below shows the slices for the richest, second richest, third richest, fourth richest and 
�fth richest families with children. Together, they made up half of all families with children and collected more than 
three-quarters of the group�s personal income.

The single maroon slice shows incomes for the bottom half of BC families with children. They got just under one-
quarter of the group�s income. Some of the income slices for this group are so small they would barely be visible. 
Some families in the bottom half are poor, but many others are middle-class families living well above the poverty 
line.

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL INCOME AMONG BC PARENTS WITH CHILDREN, 2009

FACT SHEET #7

Source: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives based on Statistics Canada data

The graph, using data from Statistics Canada prepared for the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, measures the 
total income of families with children. Total income refers to all income before taxes, including wages and salaries, 
earnings from self-employment and earnings from investments. It also includes government bene�ts from both 
the federal and provincial governments, such as the Canada Child Tax Bene�t, GST or HST credits, Employment 
Insurance bene�ts, and welfare.
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The table below shows how total income has changed for each of the ten-percent groups or �deciles� since 1989. 
Many of the families in the lower deciles actually lost money over time. Only those in the higher deciles gained 
signi�cant amounts of income, and only those in decile 10 really hit it big. Their incomes went up by $89,118 or 54 
percent between 1989 and 2009.

CHANGES IN AVERAGE TOTAL INCOMES BY DECILE GROUP, 
ALL BC FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN, IN CONSTANT 2009 DOLLARS

Decile 1989 2009 Difference

1  Poorest Decile  17,987  18,815 828 

2  Second Poorest Decile  35,306  35,077 -229 

3  50,104  45,580  -4,524

4  60,677  59,283  -1,394

5  Middle Decile  69,424  74,204 4,780

6  78,039  87,718  9,679 

7  88,551  100,903 12,352 

8 100,518  116,790 16,272 

9  Second Richest Decile 115,557  146,968 31,411 

10  Richest Decile  164,644  253,762 89,118

Average for Families with Children  78,154  94,082  15,928

Source: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives based on Statistics Canada data

These changes in incomes highlight the increasing inequality in the BC economy. Poorer families have seen little 
or no improvement in their incomes, while richer families have had hefty increases. The income ratio between the 
richest and poorest deciles of families with children in BC rose from 9.2 to 1 in 1989 to 13.5 to 1 in 2009.

WHY DOES INEQUALITY MATTER?

�High Inequality raises two questions. First, 
what is the impact on the economic well-
being of a country? The answer is that high 
inequality can diminish economic growth if 
it means that the country is not fully using 
the skills and capabilities of all its citizens 
or if it undermines social cohesion, leading 
to increased social tensions. Second, high 
inequality raises a moral question about 
fairness and social justice.�

� Conference Board of Canada, July 2011
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THE IMPORTANCE OF GOVERNMENT HELP

Federal and provincial government income support programs play a huge role in reducing child poverty in British 
Columbia and every other province. If BC parents had been forced to rely only on earnings, income from invest-
ments and other sources of market income to make ends meet, the proportion of children living in poverty would 
have been 24.8 percent in 2009. Government transfers reduced the rate to 16.4 percent as measured by the Low 
Income Cut-Offs before tax � a reduction of 34 percent.

In terms of the numbers, Statistics Canada calculated that 
205,600 BC children would have been poor if their fami-
lies had to depend on market income alone. Government 
transfers reduced that number to 137,000.

The provinces in the graph below are arranged in rank 
order, with the provinces with the largest reductions on 
the left and the smallest on the right. The column on the 
extreme far right shows a 45 percent reduction for all ten 
provinces combined.

BC was the least successful of all provinces in reducing its 
child poverty rate. Prince Edward Island dropped its mar-
ket child poverty rate by 66 percent, and New Brunswick, 
Newfoundland and Labrador, and Quebec had reductions in excess of 50 percent.

CHILD POVERTY RATES WITH AND WITHOUT GOVERNMENT HELP, 2009

Source: Statistics Canada, custom tabulation
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Both the federal and provincial governments have programs that help reduce the extent of child poverty. The 
federal government provides families with children with the monthly Canada Child Tax Bene�t for children under 18 
and the taxable Universal Child Care Bene�t for children under six. The federal government also pays a quarterly 
GST credit to low-income families and individuals. Ottawa administers the Employment Insurance fund to assist 
Canadians who are temporarily out of work. EI is considered a government program, even though the money in the 
fund comes from contributions by workers and employers.

The BC government provides welfare payments for people who have exhausted other sources of income. Part of 
the cost of welfare is covered by the federal government through the Canada Social Transfer (CST). The CST is a 
government-to-government transfer designed to defray the costs of welfare and social services, early childhood 
development, early learning and child care, and post-secondary education.

The BC government also assists some low income families directly with rent supplements and child care subsidies. 
While they bene�t some families, each of these programs has limited reach. Many low-income families do not meet 
the eligibility criteria for the rent supplement. Similarly, child care subsidy dollars frequently do not cover the total 
cost of child care fees, leaving low-income families to make up the difference.

The map shows that most provincial and territorial governments have adopted anti-poverty plans, but three prov-
inces have not � British Columbia, Alberta and Saskatchewan. The federal government has also refused to adopt a 
plan � despite speci�c pledges all parties in the House of Commons made to �ght poverty in 1989 and 2009.

While most provincial and 
territorial governments have 
adopted anti-poverty plans, 

British Columbia, Alberta and 
Saskatchewan have not.
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THE POVERTY GAP IN BRITISH COLUMBIA

What would it cost to wipe out poverty in British Columbia?

At the very least, it would require that everyone who was poor somehow got enough additional income to bring 
them up to the poverty line. Special data runs by Statistics Canada put that �gure at $3.872 billion in 2009.

That sounds like an overwhelming amount of money, but it is 
surely not out of reach in either the public or private sectors. 
The total of $3.872 billion amounts to nine percent of the BC 
government�s budget spending plans of $41.9 billion during 
the current �scal year. The federal government could help 
ease the burden, through higher Canada Child Tax Bene�ts 
or higher pensions for poor seniors, for example. Higher 
wages paid by employers could also contribute a signi�cant 
part of the total. It will be interesting to see if the BC poverty 
gap declines once the next increase in the minimum wage 
goes into effect next May 1.

Statistics Canada did not publish detailed calculations of the poverty gap for each family type in 2009, but calcula-
tions by First Call put the poverty gap for families with children under 18 at approximately $900 million.

The poverty gap for all of BC has been growing steadily over the last 33 years, as the graph below shows. That�s 
almost entirely because of the signi�cant growth in the province�s population. The poverty gap, calculated per 
capita, changed very little during that period.

BC POVERTY GAP BEFORE TAXES IN BILLIONS OF DOLLARS, 1976�2009

Source: Statistics Canada, special data runs. All figures in 2009 constant dollars.
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Poverty gap statistics are useful in de�ning the extent of poverty that has to be attacked, but they are not the last 
word on the cost of eliminating poverty.

Parents with young children often require child care if they are to have full-time, full-year jobs in the paid labour 
force. People need to be able to continue their education or make sure that their children have ready access to 
higher education when the time comes. Or they may need the option of social housing programs to be able to live 
in affordable and suitable housing.

All these services are provided at the present time by the BC government in one form or another, but the services 
are not widespread enough to cover everyone in need. Some poor people get them, but some don�t. The long-
standing challenge is to meet the need for services � and also to provide the income to close the poverty gap.

�Poverty is consistently linked to poor health, lower literacy, poor school performance for children, more 
crime, and greater stress for family members. It is society as a whole that bears the costs of poverty, 
through higher public health care costs, increased policing and crime costs, lost productivity, and fore-
gone economic activity.�

� Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, The Cost of Poverty in BC (July 2011)














