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Women’s Equality

Background

Sustainable economic policy must address 

the distinct roles of women and men within 

the economy and the distinct impact of eco-

nomic crisis and recovery strategies on women 

and men. To do so is good fiscal sense and 

good public policy. The AFB will foster sus-

tainable economic growth by ensuring that 

women are able to participate fully in the 

economic and social life of Canada. The AFB 

will address the key barriers to that partici-

pation: the wage and income gap between 

women and men; the lack of investment in 

social infrastructure; and the personal, so-

cial, and economic devastation caused by 

violence against women.

According to the OECD, “rising female 

participation in the labour force has been the 

mainstay of per capita real income growth [for 

Canada] over the last decade.”1 Following the 

economic crisis of 2008, women were among 

the first to return to the post-recession labour 

force. Their return, however, did not lead to 

increased economic security for them or sus-

tainable growth for Canada. The jobs women 

filled tended to be part-time or temporary, an 

ongoing trend in women’s employment.2 In 

Canada, 27% of working women work part-

time, compared to 12% of working men.3 This 

percentage has remained nearly unchanged 

over 30 years, from 26.1% in 1981 to 27% to-

day. Closing the gap between women’s and 

men’s shares of paid work would not only 

increase women’s economic well-being and 

their access to economic supports, it would 

also contribute to economic growth. A re-

cent analysis of developed countries, esti-

mates that closing the gap between male and 

female employment rates would boost GDP 

by at least 9%.4

The Canadian gender pay gap is the fifth-

largest among 28 OECD countries.5 In Canada, 

women with full-time jobs earn 23% less than 

men. The pay gap is particularly pronounced 

among single mothers, racialized women, First 

Nations women, and women with disabilities. 

For these groups there is both a wage gap be-

tween women and men of the same group, 

and a significant gap between their earnings 

and the national average. For example, the 

average income for women with disabilities 

in Canada is 32% lower than women in Can-

ada overall at $22,013; their income is 33% 

lower than the income of men with disabil-

ities and their income is 57% lower than men 

in Canada overall.6 Racialized women earn 

only 70.5% as much as racialized men, and 

First Nations women living off-reserve earn 

68.5% as much as First Nations men living 

off-reserve.7 The average income for racial-

ized women is $22,993, and for First Nations 

women, living off-reserve, the average income 

is $22,035. It is therefore unsurprising that, 

in spite of increasing levels of education and 

work experience, these women are dispro-

portionately affected by the economic reces-

sion.8 Not only are these gaps a violation of 

the basic principle of equality and non-dis-

crimination, but they represent a huge loss 

in potential revenue for governments at all 

levels. Even the most conservative estimates 
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state that closing the gender wage gap could 

increase Canada’s GDP by as much as 10%.9

During a period of economic contraction 

and slow recovery, Canada cannot afford to 

leave such a large economic resource un-

tapped. Closing the gap between women’s 

and men’s economic status in Canada will 

provide a significant engine for long-term 

economic growth, as well as an immediate 

increase in women’s social and economic 

well-being.

Current Issues

The government’s current economic poli-

cies come at a high price to women and the 

economy. They do not create jobs in indus-

tries where women work, they increase the 

tax burden on working women while decreas-

ing access to pension and income supports, 

and they continue to undermine basic equal-

ity rights. Moreover, they do so in a manner 

that allows for little public debate or scrutiny.

Set to “fuel the next wave of job creation”10 

the government’s budget has depended on 

infrastructure projects to fill the tank.11 Infra-

structure projects have been successful in 

creating jobs, but they do so in the very in-

dustries in which women are least likely to 

find work. An equal investment in industries 

such as health care, child care, and educa-

tion would yield a double benefit. It would 

create more jobs in sectors in which women 

are likely to be employed and would de-

crease the burden of unpaid work for both 

men and women by strengthening Canada’s 

social infrastructure. A recent review by TD 

Economics reiterates the economic and so-

cial benefits of investing in child care and 

early childhood education: “it can help to 

foster greater labor force participation…. It 

raises employment prospects and reduces 

duration of unemployment if it occurs…. It 

can also reduce poverty and help to address 

income inequality.”12

The current budget is also looking to fuel 

job creation in the private sector while cutting 

jobs in the public sector. Yet the public sector 

has been the place where women have real-

ized the greatest level of economic equality. 

These gains were significantly undermined 

in the 2009 budget, which stripped public 

employees of the right to pay equity — mak-

ing equality rights subject to market forces. 

In 2012, Bill C-38 made similar changes to the 

Federal Contractors Program, leaving com-

pliance with the Employment Equity Act for 

contractors of the federal government to the 

discretion of the Minister. Marjorie Griffin Co-

hen points out that “there would be no rea-

son to change this legislation if the Minister 

intended to continue to apply the employ-

ment equity provisions.”13

The current job cuts being rolled out in 

the public sector are having a dispropor-

tionate impact on women. Women working 

in the public sector earn an average of 4.5% 

more than their peers in the private sector.14 

Women seeking comparable work in the pri-

vate sector, even if economic stimulus were 

to generate those jobs in the private sector, 

would see an estimated $2,000 reduction in 

their annual income.15 Overall, this means 

that women seeking paid work will have few-

er employment choices, earn less income 

where they are able to secure employment, 

and experience no relief from their burden 

of unpaid work.

For women who do experience unemploy-

ment, there is little respite. The gap between 

men’s and women’s access to EI benefits con-

tinues to expand: “At the outset of the 2008/9 
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recession, when female employment rates 

were at an all-time high, the gender gap be-

tween women vs. men receiving EI benefits 

was only 2.3%, but grew to 14% during the 

recession.”16 The lack of affordable child care 

and the concentration of women in part-time 

work further decrease their access to EI. In 

the period immediately following the reces-

sion, married women lost the largest propor-

tion of jobs: “176 percent of all jobs lost by 

women were lost by married women. Mar-

ried men also lost the largest share of men’s 

jobs, but on a much smaller scale than mar-

ried women (98 percent of all men’s jobs were 

lost by married men)….of the 176 percentage 

points of jobs lost by married women, 102 

percent were lost from full time employment 

and 74 percent from part time employment. 

In contrast, while single women gained 230 

percent of the number of women’s jobs lost 

during the recession, all these gains were in 

the form of temporary full time employment.”17

One final irony of the government’s cur-

rent economic policies is that unemployed 

workers will likely have to wait longer to re-

ceive EI, if they do qualify, because public 

sector job cuts are diminishing Service Can-

ada’s capacity to process EI claims.18

At the end of their working lives, women 

will also feel the impact of changes made in 

the 2012 and 2013 budgets. First, only 30% of 

women employed in the private sector have 

pensions of any kind. Second, everyone is 

going to have to work two years longer be-

fore they are eligible to receive OAS. How-

ever, because women’s earnings peak in their 

40s, while men’s earnings peak in their 50s, 

the first generation of women to be affected 

by the phase in of the OAS changes (in 2023) 

will be less able to mitigate against the im-

pact on their incomes than will their male 

counterparts.19

For young women, the continued roll-

back of equity guarantees, the changes to 

the age of retirement, and the failure to in-

vest in industries where women work, mean 

that those women will have fewer job oppor-

tunities, will earn less, will work two years 

longer before they can access OAS, and will 

pay more for the privilege.

Inequality and Insecurity

Violence against women and girls is an en-

demic social ill and a violation of the basic 

rights of security of person and non-dis-

crimination. Violence against women and 

girls is exacerbated by economic insecurity 

and is itself a cause of long-term economic 

insecurity. A recent study found that women 

who had left abusive domestic partners relied 

on food banks at nearly 20 times the rate of 

average Canadians, up to three years after 

leaving the abusive situation.20

Current estimates suggest that intimate-

partner violence alone costs the Canadian 

economy nearly $7 billion per year.21 Although 

notoriously difficult to track, the violence 

directed at women and girls because they 

are women or girls is prevalent across the 

Canadian population. Statistics Canada re-

ports that “6% of Canadians with a current 

or former spouse reported being physically 

or sexually victimized by their spouse in the 

[past] 5 years.”22 Eighty-three percent of vic-

tims of spousal violence are female. Govern-

ment estimates suggest that as many as 70% 

of incidents of spousal violence are never re-

ported.23 Rates of sexual assault remain stable, 

with approximately 2 of every 100 Canadians 

over the age of 15 reporting that they have ex-

perienced a sexual assault in the previous 
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year.24 However, only 1 in 10 sexual assaults 

is reported and police have recorded a fur-

ther decrease in reporting over the past dec-

ade.25 Rates of violence against women and 

girls vary by region and group, with Aborig-

inal women, women with disabilities, young 

women, and women living in northern Can-

ada experiencing significantly higher than 

average rates of violence.26

The federal government continues to make 

minimal investments in addressing a prob-

lem that directly affects at least 2.8 million 

Canadians.27 Status of Women Canada cur-

rently spends an average of $10 million per 

year. The mandate of Status of Women pre-

cludes advocacy and research, thus the $10 

million is directed largely at the provision of 

services for the 2.1 million Canadians experi-

encing domestic violence and the 0.7 million 

Canadians who have reported a sexual assault. 

Yet a longitudinal study of interventions to 

combat violence against women has demon-

strated that support for civil society organ-

izations and feminist activism has been the 

most significant factor in a successful public 

policy response to violence against women.28

While Status of Women carries the man-

date to address this issue, the Department of 

Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development 

has spent over $30 million per year over the 

past three years on grants and contributions 

to organizations addressing violence against 

women. Additional funds are dispersed by 

HRSDC and Health Canada. This scattershot 

approach is plainly inadequate. The United 

Nations Secretary General has called on all 

states to implement a national action plan 

to address violence against women by 2015.

AFB Actions

The AFB will:

• Invest in a National Action Plan to Address 

Violence Against Women (cost: $380 mil-

lion29 over 3 years).

• Invest in social infrastructure, including 

a federal child care program (see the Ear-

ly Childhood Education and Care chap-

ter on page 58).

• Increase funding for Status of Women 

Canada and fund women’s groups to 

carry out independent policy research 

and advocacy.

• Provide consistent and secure funding for 

a non-partisan, arm’s length, independ-

ent research body to focus on issues and 

policies relating to and affecting women 

and that would be free to publish with-

out ministerial consent.

• Take pro-active measures to ensure equal 

pay for work of equal value by repealing 

the Public Service Equitable Compensa-

tion Act, establishing pro-active pay equity 

legislation, and implementing the recom-

mendations of the 2004 Pay Equity Task 

Force (cost: $10 million/year).

• Eliminate inequitable tax breaks and tax 

policies that exacerbate women’s eco-

nomic insecurity, such as income-split-

ting measures for pension income (~$1 

billion savings), and including for Re-

tirement Compensation Arrangements 

and Tax Free Savings Accounts (see the 

Tax chapter).

• Implement the recommendations of the 

2009 Report of the Auditor General on 

gender-based analysis, including provid-
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ing adequate human resources to conduct 

gender-based analysis in all government 

departments and agencies.
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