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I appreciate very much the invitation extended by the McGill 

Institute for Health and Social Policy to offer my views on possible 

remedies for the tragedy that is poverty.  The title of this 

conference is encouraging to me because the amount of evidence 

to date relating to the results of poverty is conclusive and I believe 

it is time to stop the eternal studying – we have more than enough 

evidence on this particular population health determinant.  We 

must act and we must act now.  The labour forces capacity to cope 

with adjustments and technical change relates in large measure of 

the ability of people to live with uncertainty – uncertainty that the 

rest of poverty only makes worse.   

Over the last 30 years, the percentage of Canadians living 

under the poverty line has not changed, yet the amount we spend 

on income security has increased. Based on available data that 

takes us back to 2004, the total government transfer payments to 

persons in 2004, excluding health and education, was $130 billion 

annually.  The case for the status quo in government assistance 

might be sustainable if it could be argued that the present spider 
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web of programmes (sticky enough to entrap but not strong enough 

to support) had produced real progress; less poverty overall; higher 

levels of return to the labour market; greater independence and 

increased consumer confidence.  Sadly, there is no such overall 

progress to report. 

In 1969, I attended a Conservative policy conference in 

Niagara Falls where, based on a paper from the research office, 

Robert Stanfield and his party first reflected on the benefits of a 

more efficient and humane income security system implied by a 

guaranteed annual income.  The paper envisaged an eventual end 

to rules-based, overlapping, income security programmes at the 

federal and provincial levels in favour of a negative, income-tax-

based universal income floor, above the poverty line, available to 

all Canadians in need. 

I was nineteen at the time.  The paper offered practical and 

humanitarian and labour force reasons for the collective and 

individual benefits of this more holistic approach to equality of 

opportunity that appealed to me then, and has stayed with me in 
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every political assignment I have accepted since.  No coherent 

single initiative has ever yet to be shown to be as potentially 

impactful and productive on the ‘eradicate poverty front’. 

   If governments in the Western world have made a core, if 

well-meaning, mistake since World War II in our collective efforts 

to provide a measure of social security, it has been in our tendency 

to design a programmatic solution to the challenge; our desire to 

over-intellectualize, over-design and micro-intervene in peoples’ 

lives.  It is a well-intentioned mistake that has been made by the 

Labour Party, the Republican Party, the Conservative Party, the 

Gaullist Coalition, the Socialists, the Democrats and the 

Progressive Conservative, Liberal and Christian democratic 

governments alike. The mistake has been made for the right 

reasons and in different ways. The hope was to stem future poverty 

– by educating, housing and supporting those who would produce 

the next generation.  But poverty for those who are poor now is 
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simply about not having enough money now.  And that is where 

we must engage. 

As you know, the Canadian Low-Income-Cut-Off determines 

at what point a family would be living below a threshold to find 

themselves in “straitened circumstances” and, as a result, the LICO 

is most often used as the surrogate of a poverty line. It is relative 

and not absolute.   

The LICO is dependant on a before-tax income varying with 

family size and geography.  Where in the country do you live?  

What is the population of your community?  How many people 

living in your home are related to you by blood, adoption or 

marriage?  What is your household income before taxes?  These 

are the questions posed when determining whether you and your 

family live in so-called “straitened circumstances”.  Yet even 

Statistics Canada warns against using the LICO as a measure of 

poverty.    It warns that it is not a poverty measure but rather a 

“relative’ measure of how well off some Canadians are compared 
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to others”.  I think that in society generally, we all worry about the 

child who senses that everyone else in the class can afford to go on 

a field trip but him, so he has that sense of being outside the 

mainstream.  We know about the working poor who hold down 

many jobs, and have little time for home or family. 

Marginalization can trap a family in perpetual and inter-

generational poverty.  UNESCO defines marginalization as 

“occurring when people are systematically excluded from 

meaningful participation in economic, social, political, cultural and 

other forms of human activity in their communities and thus are 

denied the opportunity to fulfill themselves as human beings."  The 

relationship between poverty and defeat is literacy, healthcare, 

home balance, nutrition, work prospects and quality and length of 

life outcomes is well established. 

 “Poor” too is also a relative term.  Obviously a poor rural 

Canadian is still much better off than his or her counterpart in the 

Third World.  Canada’s social safety nets, which are not 
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unreasonable, do prevent the worst examples of absolute poverty.  

But Canadians do not measure themselves against the Third World, 

they measure themselves against their neighbours.  You and I are 

neighbours of the poor.  By using terms such as “straitened 

circumstances” or “economically disadvantaged” we protect 

ourselves from the grinding reality of the individual poor child, 

financially diminished single mother, the overwhelmed senior and 

the homeless Aboriginal which makes it easier ignore rather than 

attack the circumstances at the root of the problem. 

All of you here understand the interwoven pathologies of 

poverty, poor nutrition, unsteady work patterns, low educational 

attainment, low exercize and preventable but expensive chronic 

and acute diseases.  Of all the things we might do quickly to 

reverse this pattern, I submit with respect, that reducing the 

percentage of our population who are poor is the least expensive, 

the most time efficient and the most easily done.  No government 

alone has the tools or cash or constitutional jurisdiction to increase 
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exercise, improve nutrition, radically increase literacy, or keep 

people in school through university.  But in the end, good social 

policy becomes good health and labour market policy.  According 

to Statistics Canada, “…in 1996, 23% of years of life lost for all 

causes to age 75 in Canada could be attributed to income 

differences”.  Poverty is bad for your health.  And according to 

research by Dennis Raphael, professor in York’s School of Health 

Policy & Management, children who live in poverty have higher 

incidence of illness and death, hospital stays and injuries; more 

mental health problems; and lower levels of school achievement, 

which directly threaten their workforce prospects.   

Because Canada does not have an official definition of poverty, 

determining numbers is subjective.  As a result, by the measure of 

the Fraser Institute, which uses a relatively meagre “basic needs” 

approach to poverty measurement, we have more than 1.6 million 

Canadians - hundreds of thousands of whom are children - living 

in serious deprivation; by the measure of the Make Poverty History 
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campaign, almost 5 million Canadians live in poverty.  Whichever 

measure is used, poverty is increasing for youth, workers, young 

families and immigrant and visible minority groups.  Poverty 

among Aboriginal groups remains appallingly high both on and off 

reserve.   And all of these Canadians are likely to get sick faster 

and stay ill longer; they will be subjects of interest for the police, 

courts and prisons far more than those not in poverty; they will 

likely be users of drug rehabilitation centres, and substance abuse 

services far more than others; they are far more likely to contract 

HIV/Aids; they will be abused and will abuse more than others; 

they will have shorter more painful lives, less productive labour 

force experiences and their children will have diminished prospects 

with lower literacy and educational attainment passed from parent 

to child.   

I know that the work of those in this room embraces all the 

aspects of population health and labour force balance and not just 

poverty.  But I hope to make the case that poverty is seminal, 
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poverty is the most efficiently addressed of many of the other 

determinants in their areas, and that when addressed, the results are 

outstanding and far reaching relatively quickly.   

In my view, a guaranteed annual income through a negative 

income tax, if structured generously enough, would be the quick, 

far reaching resolution.  It could :  

1. bring all Canadians above the poverty line 

2. force a regional definition of that line 

3. encourage tax filing compliance  

4.  increase children's chances and opportunity 

5. reduce multi illness life pathologies caused by poverty 

6. reduce pressure on hospitals 

7. begin adding to healthy lifespan 

8. increase positive work force capacity and productivity 
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9. provide a core floor to buttress those with job loss – reducing 

the illness causing stress so hard to manage 

10. encourage continued beneficial presence in the work force 

A myriad of other costly, means-test driven, demeaning, 

overlapping and excessively bureaucratic federal, provincial and 

municipal programs could be phased out over time.  Continuing to 

approach income security by norms of the 1960's when life, work 

and income cycles are now so drastically changed is utterly 

unrealistic.  Gone are the days when you started your job at the 

plant upon graduation from high school and retired 45 years later. 

As we consider design elements, it would be my hope that we 

would look at provincial welfare costs, general social assistance 

costs, exclusive of education, health care and seniors Pension and 

Old Age Security entitlements, and add them to prison and justice 

system costs, children's aid and family violence costs to determine 

how much the price tag is for the absence of a coherent anti-
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poverty strategy.  If we look at the 130 billion listed above, which 

excludes health and education expenditures, and add the real cost 

to taxpayers of the poor’s impact on prisons, hospitals, children’s 

aid and domestic violence and the loss to our society and economic 

and work force productivity of the sick days, court days and 

unemployment caused by illiteracy, the 13.7 billion needed, (using 

Canada National Statistical Agency 2005 numbers, determining 

Low Income Cut Off (after tax) gaps for all Canadians) to raise all 

who are below LICO Canadians above that poverty line is a small 

number indeed.    

The government of Canada, under the federal Tax Act, and by 

virtue of tax collection agreements with nine provinces, has the 

capacity to deliver quickly on a universal anti-poverty strategy.  

The basic elements are already in place.  A GST tax credit 

automatically deposits cash into the accounts of Canadians who 

earn beneath an established threshold.  A guaranteed negative 

income tax credit could do the same.  Over time, compliance 
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would go up, privacy of filers would be more seriously protected 

than are the rights of welfare recipients now and efficiencies could 

be real and measurable.  Less children would be professing to have 

left lunches at home that were never made; less people who hold 

down jobs but are among the working poor would be encouraged 

to slip into welfare; the self-employed and farmers would protected 

when their luck was down and not left out of the larger family as 

they are now.  

It is hard to fault the motivation of the academics, civil 

servants and politicians who crafted at various times in our history, 

separate rationales, policy frameworks and operative regulations 

for different programs designed to address income needs resulting 

from different circumstances and for different reasons.  But in the 

end, whether one injures one’s back at a job site or has the local 

steel mill or cod fishery shut down, or needs to retrain or upgrade 

the issue is, in the end, income. The disruption to family security, 

the threat to a marriage’s stability, the collapse in local buying 

power all occur because income is gone.  And the restricted rules 
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of eligibility imposed by the previous federal government for 

Employment Insurance means most unemployed get no help from 

that service. 

Whatever the reason for the collapse in income, the local cost 

of living respectably above the poverty line does not change by 

virtue of one’s eligibility for program A or ineligibility for 

program B.  Letting the condition of people’s lives filter its way 

through regulation-driven programmes until it lands in the welfare 

catch-all – itself highly regulated and hypothecated on provincial 

and municipal particularities – is no response to the core question 

of individual dignity and self-respect.  Incomes collapse for a host 

of reasons; illness, infirmity, a pause to re-educate or build skills, 

age, youth, local and massive job evaporation, addiction and lack 

of education or training.  The principle that every citizen should 

have the right to bridging support at liveable levels throughout 

their working years when there is income collapse, balances the 

principle that the state now has the right to deduct tax at source 

from the income an individual earns.  It would be the ultimate 
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socialist or authoritarian excess to suggest that the state has an “a 

priori” right to take money from what the citizen earns for its 

general purposes but has no concurrent responsibility to respond as 

quickly to a citizen’s income collapse. 

The way a society poses the question of why income 

collapses still seems to carry with it a moral judgement about the 

person whose income it is.  Poverty is not a moral failing – as 

many narrow and moralistic 17th and 18th century social prejudices 

held.  Poverty has many causes – not all of which are within our 

ability or purview to solve.  But poverty is about not having 

enough on which to live with self- respect, with dignity or with 

hope.  When our incomes go up, Her Majesty just takes more – it’s 

called progressive taxation – and that is how our system operates.  

But when income collapses, Her Majesty's welfare officers and 

civil servants have a million questions before folks get what they 

need: are you unemployed; how long, where, for what reason? 

Have you been widowed?  Are you part of a First Nation, on or off 

the reserve?  Are you handicapped?  And on and on – thousands of 
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civil servants, forms, questionnaires, interviews, bank account 

audits – checking into whether you live alone or with someone – 

all costing person years and millions upon millions that never get 

to the poor themselves.  And this does not reflect the cost of waste, 

never mind the issue of coordination between different groups, 

agencies, levels and programmes.  

Those who argue that a guaranteed annual income/negative 

income tax would break the bank should first reflect on what we 

are now spending, in some cases quite wastefully.  The MacDonald 

Royal Commission on Canada’s Economic Union and 

Development prospects reviewed the income security spending of 

the 1980s.  Highlights then included Unemployment Insurance at 

11.6 billion, Old Age Security at 11.4 billion, Social Assistance at 

6.6 billion, Family Allowance at 2.4 billion, Child Tax Exemptions 

at 1.4 billion, a Child Tax Credit of 1.1 billion and married 

exemptions at 2 billion even.  If you included the basic exemption 

- which is supposed to reflect the progressive nature of our tax 

system – one could have added another 14 billion.  This still left 
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native programmes, veterans’ pensions and training allowances. In 

fact, when combined with provincial expenditures, and excluding 

the personal basic tax exemption, the total reached $61 billion – 

and that was a 25 years ago.   Today, as I mentioned earlier, 

according to 2004 numbers and based on available data, the total 

government (both federal and provincial) transfer payments to 

persons was 130 BILLION dollars, more than double the 

MacDonald Commission numbers – excluding health care and 

education.  So a 13 to 15 billion guaranteed income through a 

negative income tax that could replace some of this is hardly a 

question of new wasteful spending.  

Great forces of inertia will tell us it is too hard, it is too 

complex and it is too technical.  Our answer to them — whether in 

the civil service of Ottawa or other governments, the welfare 

departments of provinces or municipalities, or even in some social 

agencies — should be precise: the old solutions, the old pathology, 
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the old demeaning approaches are not good enough for Canadians 

anymore. 

It would be hard in any area of policy to find one approach 

that could count amongst its supporters Conservative Sir Winston 

Churchill, Republican Richard Nixon, Liberal Donald S. 

Macdonald and his Royal Commission on our economic prospects, 

Neo-Conservative Milton Friedman, Red Tory the Rt. Hon Robert 

Stanfield, Liberal Democrat Senator Patrick Moynahan or  Neo-

Conservative Linda Frum, or Social Democrat Tommy Douglas 

but a basic income floor, or a negative income tax would meet the 

test.  Not to mention the distinguished Ontario Liberal Senator, the 

Hon. David Croll who led a senate committee study on poverty 

which reported in 1971.  I quote him now: “If the social welfare 

business of Canada had been in the private sector, it would have 

long ago been declared bankrupt. The reasons are not hard to find. 

Resistance to change, a stubborn refusal to modernize its thinking, 

a failure to understand the root causes of poverty, inadequate 
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research and the bureaucracy digging in to preserve itself and the 

status quo, are some of the basic causes of the dilemma in which 

we find ourselves today.  Harsh words? Yes, but they apply with 

complete accuracy to the situation in Canada. We are pouring 

billions of dollars every year into a social-welfare system that 

merely treats the symptoms of poverty but leaves the disease itself 

untouched.”  That was Senator Croll speaking at the Empire Club 

in 1972 – 36 years ago and more than a decade before the 

MacDonald Commission Report.  And we must recognize that 

today, the concept that a basic wage cannot be paid to all citizens is 

about to be put to the test –  Canada will very soon be paying a 

large portion of its population Old Age Security benefits and the 

Guaranteed Income Supplement for lower-income seniors.  By the 

year 2020, the demographics of our society will have jumped to 

18% from 13% for those aged 65 or over – and if the employed 

population demographic remains constant, only 49% of the 

population will be employed full-time.  Ottawa would need to 

come up with an additional 12 billion dollars for this payout alone 
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– it is currently 31 billion. 

Although the idea of a guaranteed annual income or negative 

income tax has been discussed for years, no real consideration has 

been given to replacing all or most social programs with a GAI 

mainly because the federal bureaucracy has ruled out the idea as 

prohibitively expensive.  In regions with traditional and thus 

declining industries - fisheries, lumber, pulp and paper, mining, 

manufacturing and refining – employment devastation is 

particularly oppressive.   

The price the poor pay for the continued sclerotic and 

inefficient nature of our federal and provincial programmes is, in 

human terms, very high.  The price the rest of society and the work 

force in general pays for the pathologies often associated with 

poverty, is escalating rapidly: illness, literacy, crime, abuse.  And 

while there have been modest innovations in some areas of social 

policy – such as the Child Tax Credit, the Guaranteed Annual 

Income Supplement for seniors, the Working Tax Benefit incentive 

recently introduced by Minister Flaherty, and a series of 
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incremental provincial initiatives, the truth is that the amount of 

poor and working poor living beneath the poverty line has not 

seriously diminished.  While folks have moved in and out of 

poverty, for too many Canadians poverty is intergenerational and 

quasi-permanent. 

As a Canadian conservative I am troubled deeply by this 

double standard of progressive taxation.  If the state uses no moral 

magnifying glass as it taxes on the way up, if it cares not if you 

worked forty hours a week or ninety, or studied nights to earn a 

second degree, what possible rationale, other than a meddlesome, 

self-important and moralistic political and bureaucratic bias can be 

used to justify the contrary view when income collapse occurs a 

stabilizing income flow is required. 

Milton Friedman, the Nobel winning economist whose views 

of government can be summarized with one of his more famous 

quotations relative to the American government: "If you put the 

federal government in charge of the Sahara Desert, in five years 

there'd be a shortage of sand.", proposed a Negative Income Tax 
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more than 40 years ago.  His belief was that the individual was 

more able to manage his or her money than bloated government 

bureaucracies and his intention was to create a system that cost less 

than the welfare system, but which avoided the degrading nature of 

welfare and truly treated the poor with dignity.  He argued that a 

negative income tax would be administratively cheaper and more 

effective, and it would remove the intrusive and offensive nanny-

state overregulation of the lives of the poor.  We know that many 

based on work force experiences, fall in and out of poverty.  A 

guaranteed flow they knew they could count on would wildly 

improve their optimism and self-respect.  

A GAI/negative income tax’s benefits would be enormous.  

Billions of dollars now spent on group- related social programs 

would be spent far more efficiently as the costs of bureaucracies 

and caseloads in many of these programs were, over time, replaced 

with the GAI.  The implicit assertion of the dignity of all citizens 

without state judgement or meddling would be affirmed.   

For some in government and academe, a basic income floor 
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is too troublesome, too bold a stroke and insufficiently deferential 

to all that has come before.  But we live in an age where economic, 

technological and industrial policy is changing at precisely that 

rate and in that way.  There is no reason that policies which 

address the dignity and self-respect of all people, regardless of age, 

sex, ability, health or walk of life should fail to keep pace. 

 A negative income tax embraces the simple solution that if a 

tax filer has insufficient income to live above Living Income 

Minimum Level (LIML) – which may differ by circumstance, 

region and context – numbers which we already have in our data 

bases – they are topped up over that line.  No massive programme; 

no massive intervention; no public means test or interrogation at 

the welfare office; no embarrassment; less fraud; more dignity and 

self-respect.   

Poverty is, in the end and in the beginning about money: 

healthcare systems, universal access, education for all – these help 

at the causal and symptomatic ends of the spectrum.  A negative 
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income tax helps at the actual point in life when help is most 

needed.  It is practical.  Education is about the future; healthcare is 

about dealing with partial results of poverty; a negative income tax 

would deal with those who are poor now.  It would be Canadian 

leadership that could move the world and, above all, change the 

lives of millions of Canadians.  It would be a mark of civility and 

humanity for our neighbours and all members of the Canadian 

family.   

 We should not tolerate entire generations with their nose 

pressed up at the window of a society they cannot afford to join.  

We can remove the poverty line for millions in urban and rural 

Canada, and say to all our fellow citizens, we know the cost of 

food, shelter, heat, clothes, transportation and recreation and can 

ensure that none among us will have less than what is necessary.  

And with this great step ahead – we can verify our society's values, 

our decency, our small ‘c christian respect for the human condition, 

our embrace of Disraeli's view that, whether rich or poor, we are 
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all one economic family – organically linked to one another.  There 

is a reason that countries with lower genie coefficients have better 

health outcomes.  The gaps between the poor and the rest are 

diminished.  Better population health?  Reduce the gap.  It seems 

too simple – and the priesthood of inertia will urge us to take heed 

of the gospel of undue complexity as a reason to embrace 

incrementalism.  Every day we lose, adds to the pathologies 

poverty increases in the lives of millions.  Population health, 

workplace and work force integrity and fairness are complex.  

Doing something truly effective, in support of both it is not. 
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