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March 15, 2019 

 

Via e-mail BCPovertyReduction@gov.bc.ca 

 

Dear Universal Basic Income Committee Members:  

Re: Universal Basic Income Consultation  

Please accept these submissions by West Coast Legal Education and Action Fund (“West Coast LEAF”) in 

response to your request for input regarding the feasibility of a basic-income in British Columbia (BC).  

About Us 

West Coast LEAF is a BC-based legal advocacy organization. Our mandate is to use the law to create an 

equal and just society for all women and people who experience gender based discrimination. In 

collaboration with community, we use litigation, law reform, and public legal education to make change. 

In particular, we aim to transform society by achieving: access to healthcare; access to justice; economic 

security; freedom from gender based violence; justice for those who are criminalized; and the right to 

parent. We have particular expertise in equality and human rights and we have done in-depth research on 

the impacts of BC’s laws and policies on women’s economic security. 

Introduction 

We welcome the creation of the Universal Basic Income Committee to study the potential for implementing 

basic income in BC through a process of consultation rather than a pilot program. We provide the following 

submissions with three aims:  

First, we want to indicate our support for the implementation of an adequate basic income framework in 

BC. An adequate basic income framework can lift people out of poverty, advance substantive equality for 

communities most marginalized by structural inequality, and ensure compliance with BC’s human rights 

obligations.  

Second, we echo the conclusion of the BC Poverty Reduction Coalition (“Coalition”), of which me are a 

member, that a basic income framework must only be implemented in BC if it meets all of the following 

conditions:    

 First, basic income must be grounded in a human rights foundation.1 A human rights 

approach requires the province to set basic income rates at a level high enough for people to live 

with dignity. It also requires that there be no eligibility requirements (such as work search 

requirements), conditions, and must be given to all regardless of work or marital status.  

 Second, basic income should be implemented within a comprehensive, accountable poverty 

reduction plan that includes universal basic services, such as child care, education, and 

housing.2 In regard to housing, the provision of housing services should not be subsidized by 

basic income, and rent control should be implemented to avoid increased income going to 

landlords. In addition, no social program should be cut for basic income, and basic income 

                                                           
1 BC Poverty Reduction Coalition, BCPRC Submission for the Basic Income Committee (January 2019) at 2 and 7. 
2 Ibid at 3-4 and 7. 
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should be implemented in addition to an increase in the minimum wage and not as a wage 

supplement.  

 Third, the aim of basic income policy should be poverty reduction, not cost savings.3 Nobody 

should be worse off due to receiving basic income payments. Before introducing a basic income, 

the province must undertake further research to demonstrate that basic income reduces poverty 

and improves other measures of well-being, and that a basic income outperforms the province’s 

current income assistance model. 

Third, we hope to encourage the Committee to include an equality lens in its study. We provide these 

submissions as a starting point for this equality analysis highlighting the, at times, conflicting research on 

the impact of basic income on gender equality and the need to identify measures for implementing basic 

income in a way that advances the goal of substantive equality.  

Basic Income and Gender Equality  

In BC, like elsewhere around the world, economic insecurity disproportionately impacts women and those 

facing interlocking forms of marginalization. About 13% of BC women live in poverty, and about 16% of 

racialized women in BC live in poverty, higher than the rate for either racialized men or white women. 

The disparity is even more pronounced for Indigenous women. Approximately 31% of First Nations 

women and 33% of Inuit women in BC live in poverty. Rates of poverty are higher among senior women, 

with about 15.5% of BC women aged 65 and older living in poverty, compared to 10% of men in the 

same group, and seniors who are Indigenous, racialized, or disabled remain particularly at risk.4 

Furthermore, LGBTQIA2S+ people are more likely to live in poverty than heterosexual or cisgender 

people. It has been estimated that 25-40% of LGBTQIA2S+ youth in Canada are homeless, and recent 

research found that the median income of trans-Ontarians was just $15,000.5 

The same marginalized communities are overrepresented in low-wage work and impacted by the gender 

pay gap. BC is the third worst province in Canada when it comes to the gender pay gap. Overall, women 

in BC earn 22.6% less than men,6 university-educated, Canadian-born racialized women in BC earn 

14.2% less per year than similarly educated white women,7 and Indigenous women throughout Canada 

earn 23% less per year than white women.8 Furthermore, women, particularly racialized and immigrant 

women, are disproportionately represented among minimum wage earners and workers who are paid less 

than BC’s legislated minimum wage.9 

One of the root causes of the disproportionate amount of economic insecurity experienced by women is the 

gendered division of labour. The gendered division of labour means that women often perform significantly 

                                                           
3 Ibid at 3 and 8. 
4 West Coast LEAF, 2018 CEDAW Report Card: How is BC Measuring Up in Women’s Rights? (December 2018) 

at 29. 
5 Prepared by Lori E. Ross & Anita Khanna, What are the needs of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, and queer 

(LGBTQ+) people that should be addressed by Canada’s Poverty Reduction Strategy (CPRS)? A joint submission 

from the Canadian Coalition Against LGBTQ+ Poverty (CCALP). 
6 Calculated using median weekly earnings; women earn 17.2% less than men when using median hourly earnings, 

but hourly figures obscure the precarity of so-called women’s work that is disproportionately part-time, casual, or 

temporary (Statistics Canada; The Conference Board of Canada: <goo.gl/Hb7cii>.   
7 Statistics Canada; The Conference Board of Canada, “Racial Pay Gap” (2010 national figures).   
8 Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, “Aboriginal Women in Canada,” at iii (2006 national 

figures; provincial figures not available).   
9 Supra note 1 at 17. 

http://www.westcoastleaf.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/West-Coast-Leaf-CEDAW-2018-Dec-5-web.pdf
https://lgbtqhealth.ca/projects/docs/prsjointsubmission.pdf
https://lgbtqhealth.ca/projects/docs/prsjointsubmission.pdf
https://lgbtqhealth.ca/projects/docs/prsjointsubmission.pdf
http://www.conferenceboard.ca/hcp/provincial/society/racial-gap.aspx
http://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/DAM/DAM-INTER-HQ/STAGING/texte-text/ai_rs_pubs_ex_abwch_pdf_1333374752380_eng.pdf


  

 
 

more unpaid work than men, women’s work is often undervalued, women face statistical discrimination 

when in the labour market10, and they are often overrepresented in precarious and low wage employment.11 

Moreover, this unequal division of labour is a root cause of gender-based violence which, in turn, has been 

linked to perceptions about women’s lesser public status relative to men.12 This gendered division of labour 

and its ensuing impact on women’s economic insecurity means that women, particularly those facing 

intersecting forms of discrimination, are both more likely to benefit from the implementation of an adequate 

basic income framework and more likely to experience basic income differently than men.  

An adequate basic income framework will likely provide important benefits for people experiencing 

poverty, a majority of whom are women and LGBTQIA2S+ individuals. Most importantly, if a basic 

income were introduced, people most vulnerable to living in poverty, including single mothers, women 

with disabilities, LGBTQIA2S+ people, and immigrant and refugee women, would likely experience a net 

increase in their personal income and hopefully be lifted out of poverty.13 A basic income would also attach 

value to unpaid work by providing financial compensation to women who do not participate in paid labour 

or who only work part-time to accommodate their other responsibilities. Because basic income is allotted 

to individuals rather than households (as is the case for income assistance), a liveable basic income could 

help ameliorate gendered power imbalances within relationships and, consequently, increase women’s 

ability to exit or avoid unhealthy relationships. For single mothers, a basic income could help ameliorate 

the poverty and unemployment ‘trap’ that arises when they are solely responsible for both child care and 

bringing in an income.14  

In contrast, some early research on gender equality and basic income has indicated that basic income may 

not be able to address gender inequality and may even exacerbate it by reinforcing the gendered division of 

labour.15 This line of research points to the fact that without addressing other forms of structural barriers 

people face to freely participating in the labour market, basic income will not only fail to provide the 

anticipated economic benefits but may in fact further the withdrawal from the labour market of people from 

the most marginalized communities.  

For example, if women are able to earn an income for their unpaid labour in the home, they may face social, 

economic or family pressure to remain within the home or withdraw from the paid labour market. A 

withdrawal from the paid labour market could further entrench social assumptions about who participates 

in paid labour, who undertakes caregiving, and whether the two roles are separate and incompatible.16   

Furthermore, although a basic income could meet their basic needs, women who opt-out of the paid labour 

market will continue to lose out on long term benefits of employment, such as salary increases, pension 

benefits, and non-pecuniary advantages like access to social networks and increased feelings of self-respect. 

In turn, if women withdraw from paid labour, we may also see an increase in statistical discrimination 

                                                           
10 Ingrid Robeyns, “Hush Money or Emancipation Fee? A Gender Analysis of Basic Income,” Basic Income on the 

Agenda: Policy Objectives and Political Chances, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2000) 121 at 127. 
11 Mark Smith and Genevieve Shanahan, “Is a basic income the solution to persistent inequalities faced by women?” 

The Conversation (Accessed March 7 2019). 
12 Julieta Elgarte, “Basic Income and the Gendered Division of Labour” (2008) 3:3 Basic Income Studies: An 

International Journal of Basic Income Research 1 at 3-4. 
13 Supra note 4 at 131. 
14 Supra note 2. 
15 Supra note 4 at 127. 
16 Margot Young, “Guaranteed Annual Income and the lone mother,” Basic Income: Rethinking Social Policy, eds. 

Alex Hmelfarb and Trish Hennessy (Ontario: Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives Ontario Office, 2016) 37 at 

37. 

https://guides.library.ubc.ca/legalcitation/sec
https://www.policyalternatives.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/National%20Office%2C%20Ontario%20Office/2016/10/CCPA%20ON%20Basic%20Income_FINAL.pdf


  

 
 

against women in paid labour positions, as the general stereotypes around women’s productivity may be 

entrenched.17  

While this initial research does raise some concerns regarding the impact of basic income on gender equality 

it does not undermine the benefits that an adequate basic income framework can have on people 

experiencing poverty and intersecting forms of marginalization. Rather, the research indicates that the 

extent to which basic income can advance economic equality for women and other people experiencing 

gender-based discrimination will depend on other measures that are implemented simultaneously.18 We 

recommend that the Committee consider the types of policies that need to be implemented alongside an 

adequate basic income framework in order to ensure that its recommendations are made within a substantive 

equality framework.  

Specifically, we encourage the Committee to consider recommending implementation of the following 

measures:  

i. Measures to ensure harmonization with the Family Law Act  

The Committee must consider how an adequate basic income framework will interact with family law and 

ensure that its recommendations include any harmonization that is necessary to bring the two areas of policy 

in alignment.  

A basic income should not become an excuse for government to claw back other policies that aim to reduce 

women’s systemic inequality, including spousal support, child support, and property division. In particular, 

spousal support calculations should exclude basic income. Although the spousal support guidelines fall 

under federal jurisdiction, the province could incorporate this exclusion into the Family Law Act. If the 

province does not explicitly account for how spousal support will be calculated following the introduction 

of basic income, judges may use basic income to lower spousal support payments and write women out of 

family wealth. Spousal supports are meant to equalize economic conditions following the breakdown of a 

relationship. These supports should continue to achieve this goal regardless of a basic income. 

In addition, although BC has progressive family law legislation, women in BC already face significant 

barriers to participation in family law proceedings, given the crisis in family law legal aid, regressive 

attitudes of lawyers and judges, the difficultly of enforcing judicial orders, and the emotional toll of 

continuing to deal with abusive ex-spouses. As a result, women often walk away from their legal 

entitlements which, in turn, contributes to the economic inequality among men and women. In order for 

basic income to not feed into the various disincentives women face when engaging the family law system, 

it is essential that the province bolster protections for women as they navigate the dissolution of their 

relationship.  

First, the province must address the legal aid crisis in family law as it has serious implications for gender 

equality and the safety of women and LGBTQIA2S+ individuals. Second, the province must ensure 

mandatory judicial training to address the prevailing negative attitudes toward family law proceedings and 

litigants who are leaving dependent relationships. BC should also expand the Family Maintenance 

Enforcement Program (FMEP) to include property division and lump-sum support entitlements. Currently, 

this opt-in government-funded organization is only authorized to enforce monthly spousal and child support 

                                                           
17 Supra note 4 at 132. 
18 Supra note 4 at 135.  



  

 
 

payments.19 FMEP is effective in preventing women from walking away from their entitlements as it allows 

them to receive their entitlements without having to maintain contact with their ex. 

ii. Measures to Promote Gender Equality in the Paid Labour Market 

We echo the BC Poverty Reduction Coalition’s recommendation to ensure that basic income is not used as 

a top-up for inadequate wages. The legislated minimum wage should be increased to $15 an hour and to 

the living wage over time.  

BC must also invest in a proactive pay equity system. The gender wage gap persists despite the fact that 

gender-based pay discrimination has been prohibited in BC for decades.20 The current system places the 

onus of ensuring equal pay for work of equal value on individuals and unions, rather than employers, to 

bring forward a complaint and spend their limited resources to pursue lengthy litigation. Most victims of 

pay discrimination reasonably fear retaliation for making a complaint, or for even raising the issue with a 

superior. Many cannot risk a disruption in earnings, and instead must prioritize day-to-day concerns.  

We recommend that the BC government enact pay transparency legislation and stand-alone proactive pay 

equity legislation that apply to the entire provincially regulated sector. Pay transparency legislation should 

require employers to report anonymous data about the composition of their workforce, and also provide for 

the publication of the data online, organized by employer, while maintaining employee anonymity. Pay 

equity legislation should recognize equal pay for work of equal value as a human right, and should clearly 

place the onus on employers to ensure pay equity is achieved. Furthermore, BC should establish an 

independent oversight to ensure effective implementation and accountability. 

iii. Measures To Achieve Substantive Equality for Single Mothers 

In addition to a basic income, single mothers, particularly those facing intersecting forms of discrimination 

including racialized, Indigenous, immigrant and refugee mothers and mothers with disabilities, will require 

additional economic support and government services to allow them to access the paid labour market.  

First and foremost, universal child care is crucial for achieving social and economic gender equality and 

we are encouraged by the significant investment the government has recently pledged toward realizing this 

goal. However, we recommend the government complete its implementation of universal (10$-a-day) child 

care programs across the province prior to introducing a basic income.21 

Second, we urge the government to ensure single parents have access to free or affordable education and 

employment training programs. Women often struggle to join or return to the paid labour market after they 

leave a dependent relationship because they lack employment skills. Although a basic income will provide 

a financial cushion to parents leaving dependent relationships, it alone will not facilitate a previously 

unemployed parent’s entrance into the paid labour market.  

 

 

 

                                                           
19 “About the Program,” British Columbia Family Maintenance Enforcement Program (Accessed March 7 2019). 
20 BC’s first pay equality legislation was An Act to ensure Fair Remuneration to Female Employees, which came 

into force in 1953. Over time the legislation was absorbed by human rights legislation, specifically section 12(1) of 

the Human Rights Code, RSBC 1996, c 210. 
21 “Universal Child Care Prototype Sites,” gov.bc.ca (Accessed March 7 2019). 

https://www.fmep.gov.bc.ca/about-the-program/
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/family-social-supports/caring-for-young-children/running-daycare-preschool/universal-child-care-prototype-sites


  

 
 

iv. Measures to Promote a Shift in Understanding Labour 

In order to effectively address the gendered division of labour, we urge the Committee to recommend that 

BC implement policies that will incentivize workers of all genders to take on caregiving responsibilities, 

and incentivize employers to create space for these workers to balance paid positions with unpaid labour. 

There is a need for a shift in our shared understanding of labour that accounts for the many hours of unpaid 

labour performed primarily by women. The prevailing expectation that working 37.5 hours per week allows 

workers the opportunity to fulfill their daily personal and familial obligations fails to recognize the 

extensive unpaid labour that keeps families and communities together and thriving. Accordingly, the 37.5 

hour work week does not reflect the gendered reality of work. In turn, research shows that where the 

expected hours of weekly work are reduced to 30, the unpaid labour required in the home will likely be 

divided more equally.22  

Our shared understanding of labour is in desperate need of a gender equality lens. We urge the Committee 

to factor these broader systemic considerations into its research on basic income. As the Committee 

considers the direction labour policy will take in the decades to come, it must consider how to reduce 

expected hours of work and encourage more flexible working arrangements without compromising people’s 

ability to provide for their families.  

Conclusion 

West Coast LEAF welcomes the implementation of an adequate basic income framework where it meets 

all of the conditions raised in the submissions of the Coalition. We also encourage the Committee to 

incorporate a substantive equality analysis to its research and recommend measures to be implemented 

alongside an adequate basic income framework that can emphasize the impact basic income has on gender 

equality in BC.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Elba Bendo  

Director of Law Reform  

 

 

                                                           
22 Supra note 4 at 133; Margaretha Bruyn-Hundt, The Economics of Unpaid Work (1996) at 133. 

https://cris.maastrichtuniversity.nl/portal/files/1539194/guid-c7ceead4-f71c-45fc-9e08-8689f4f775ad-ASSET1.0.pdf

