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Let me start by expressing my pleasure to be here tonight in Vancouver and by congratulating the leadership – and the participants - of this extraordinary Community/University Research Alliance project on Economic Security of Women.

This past March, I was appointed, together with Stephen Lewis, to the World Health Organization new international Commission on the Social Determinants of Health.  (As you suspect, I am taking a sabbatical from endless domestic discussions about doctors and hospitals!) The whole idea behind the Commission is that even in the most affluent countries, people who are less well off have substantially shorter life expectancies and more illnesses than the rich.  Not only are those differences in health an important social injustice,
 they have also pointed to how early childhood, poverty, drugs, working conditions, unemployment, social support, food or transport policy have a lifelong importance in determining one’s health.  In other words, poor social and economic circumstances affect health throughout life.  People further down the social ladder usually run at least twice the risk of serious illness and premature death as those near the top.
  But these consequences are not restricted to the poor.  In our so-called middle-class - where we find a majority of Canadians, old and new - lower ranking workers have less good health and suffer much more disease and earlier death than higher ranking staff.  So, those social determinants are at work, negatively or positively, wherever one is situated in terms of status. 

Early on in our work, I asked the Public Health Agency of Canada (Dr. Carolyn Bennett’s Ministry) and Health Canada (Hon. U. Dosanjh) for recent basic statistics - a profile - of the Canadian population, taking into account the social and economic determinants of health.  Frankly, I was amazed and shocked to learn, for instance, that: Some 10% of Canadian households, representing three million people, experience food insecurity each year. Prevalence is greatest among those who rely on social assistance, lone mothers with children, Aboriginal people and Canadians who live in remote communities.
  Food insecurity in a country like ours?... It is a shame.  We do know that with food insecurity go multiple chronic conditions, distress and depression and, for infants and young children, a deprivation that will leave marks for the rest of their lives.

Women’s economic security is a topic of concern to a majority of women in Canada, not only to poor women.  And I will try to address a few of its dimensions.  I remain however preoccupied first and foremost with the fate of poor women and of working poor women.  As many Canadians, and as a former policy decision-maker, I rejoiced when the federal government put its financial house in order some 10 years ago.  I supported that surgery in public spending because the enormous interest on the debt we were paying amounted to less money for public programmes.  But I am very conscious that our financial recovery was made on the back of the poor and of welfare and social assistance programmes.  Poverty in Canada, when compared to other countries, has become almost physically invisible.  Horribly rundown neighbourhoods have often been gentrified with their inhabitants being dispersed outside their community of origin.  Appearances are misleading.  We hear of, and (rarely) see, small sections of our city streets with prostitutes or homeless persons.  We conclude they are quite few in numbers and they become cases of exception.  In today’s Canada, nobody believes that poverty is systemic, except eventually in the case of First Nations.  Mobilizing public opinion and politicians against poverty is not in the cards, even far less feasible than 25-30 years ago when I was able to create the Child Tax Credit – a legislation of which I am very proud and which led to the current National Child Benefit.  
I will come back to women and poverty later in my presentation, and I intend to also touch on recent issues of employment and of welfare/social assistance, but let me first vent my frustration on a question of interest to many parents especially to mothers across the social structure – that of daycare policies and programmes.

Daycare
Good, affordable if not free, and universal daycare is a prerequisite for a great number of women reflecting on their economic security needs, be these mothers studying, in training of a kind or another, or at work. 

        The case of child care is totally puzzling to me.  Why has a country like Canada   

never moved to develop child care nationally, as a universal programme, I still do not understand.  The sole universal day care government programme in Canada is that of the $5/day (now $7/day or $1,800/year) plan launched in 1997 by the Québec government.  The low-fee daycare applies to all children age three and more; infants and children one and two years old are not covered.  The number of places available – some 150,000 places and a total budget of $1.5 billion at the beginning of the 2003 fiscal year - is still insufficient for the demand, but at least there is an infrastructure.  It is considered that one third of Quebec parents have young children on waiting lists for a place, but this may include children whose names appear at more than one place.  Let me add that this programme keeps receiving very strong public endorsement from Quebecers.    
Although I do not have notes on the “crèches” system existing in France to look after infants from 6 months to three years of age, I am quite familiar with the famous French “maternelles”, a mandatory service of exceptional quality located next to every primary school in the country.  These “maternelles”, created in the early 20th century under the Ministry of Education, have always been free and universal.  If their existence is mandatory, parents have however the choice to use them or not.  What is most telling is that 99.7 % of all children age three, four and five attend the full day, school calendar, programme.  In France, government budgets for the « maternelles » were never destabilized, jeopardized or touched by otherwise massive budgetary cuts through the years.  
Other daycare programmes for small children can be found in other European countries.  So what is the problem with North America, and especially with Canada which likes to think of herself as “the Sweden of America”?

Way back in 1970- a good 35 years ago – taking into consideration what existed in France, Great Britain, Sweden, Denmark, among others, and based on the numerous briefs received from women’s associations and from individuals, the Royal Commission on the Status of Women in Canada recommended that daycare centres be developed according to the demand, with fees fixed on a sliding scale based on parents means.  In addition, we recommended that the provinces, where they do not already do so, pay no less than 80 per cent of the provincial-municipal contribution to day-care centres.
  Interesting to note, we wrote at the time that this move was at least as important for developing human resources as the vast sums of public money invested by government for higher education.  We even quoted research underlining the critical role of what we call today early childhood development.  At the time, and for all the years I served in the House of Commons and in Cabinet, no government paid any attention to these recommendations.  In the early eighties, I remember that my Cabinet colleague and friend Judith Erola, then Minister of the Status of Women, suggested funding a national day care programme using the foregone revenue of the “spouse allowance” tax deduction if the latter were eliminated.  She ran into deep trouble with R.E.A.L. women and other reactionary forces; the idea was put to bed as fast as could be and Judy was lucky to survive politically.  The irony for me is that, in today’s world, even the OECD recommends that countries move from user-pay child-care services to public funding.   
In 2005, Canadian newspapers have repeatedly published articles on the need and the importance of creating a national child care programme.
  After years of promises and no follow-up, Ottawa had committed an additional $5 billion over five years – not enough, we agree, but enough to get going.  On February 11, the federal Social Development Minister (Ken Dryden) discussed the proposal with his provincial and territorial counterparts, but the provinces walked away from the meeting basically on issues of standards and accountability.  Then it was suggested agreements could be signed in a bilateral way between provinces and the federal government.  Insofar as I know, seven provinces have now signed such agreement, the B.C. government having done so last week.  As I do not know if there is any real accountability mechanism, it will be up to citizens to monitor what goes on and these funds are used.  In itself, this is very good news.
It remains that day care and early childhood education are two critical public policy dossiers that bring an extraordinary denial from male decision-makers in our country.  The challenge here is a political one.  There is indeed a disease shared by many conservative, almost all, male elites in our country – from the Fraser Institute to editorialists to government leaders - by which they do not want to see the public sphere have anything to do with small children.  (A not so subtle such example is the Globe & Mail editorial of February 4, 2005, on the eve of the F/P/T meeting of Ministers.)  So we witness the absurdity of a health care system promoting super expensive high tech neonatal interventions in cases of premature birth, while missing adequate and affordable infant care or day care for Canadian families.  

Women in paid employment
For anyone not close to young women or immigrant women, the picture of Canadian women in the labour market may appear as a growing success story in a country with an impressive proportion of women in paid employment.  Magazine articles refer to the fact that the number of self employed businesswomen have doubled in the last 15 years.  Stories are told of the 35% of Canadian businesses headed by women entrepreneurs.  And so on and so forth, against a background of a generally strong economy and a rising standard of living.                                                     
The reality is quite different.  

As disparities in earnings widened in the last 25 years, the Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN) launched, two years ago, a series of studies aimed at mapping and analyzing the new vulnerabilities in the labour market.  Full-time low-paid work as well as part-time, temporary and other forms of precarious employment – non-standard work - are being researched.  It concluded that over that period of time: The well paid have experiences earnings gains, while market incomes at the low end of the spectrum have stagnated or even declined.

Here is how Ron Saunders, the leader of the Work Network, defines these labour market vulnerabilities:

· Persistent low pay
· Low job security
· Not covered by minimum employment standards
· Few employment benefits 
· Lack of access to learning opportunities

If we look for a moment at full-time work, research tells us that there is a strong gender dimension to low pay: about 22 percent of women were low-paid in 2000, compared to only 12 percent of men. Once working for low pay, half will not move up to better wages within five years – 72% in the case of women.  Clearly, Most of them are women and have low education.
  Full time low pay work refers to wages below $10/hr in 2001 dollars -  less than $20,000/year for 37.5 hours work weeks. 

Another cut of who works full time for low pay tells us that it is:

· Women (…) as we just stated

· Young people (45% of 15-24) (…)
· The less educated (26% if no high school diploma); but some post secondary education is no guarantee (37% of the low-paid have some PSE, which I find quite shocking but know only too well is the reality)
· Recent immigrants, especially if visible minority (although mid- and long-term immigrant also register a higher rate of low paid earnings)
· Lone mothers.

The same patterns apply to non-standard work (part time, casual, temporary employment, even self-employed) with the insecurity and vulnerability being worse because these workers are more marginalized from institutional protection.
Clearly low pay goes hand in hand with low income and poverty, unless there is a family or a spouse bringing in other income.  The Networks adds: With government cutbacks to social assistance, unemployment insurance, and skills upgrading programs in the 1990s, many of those left behind are not well-positioned to bounce back.

The network has developed recommendations for a policy mix of measures susceptible to bring back equity and social justice in our society.  Such recommendations should be debated and eventually find champions.  These measures would require more of employers but also much more from government towards a simple objective: if you work full-time, you should not be poor.
  Sadly, they conclude that the “knowledge economy” is leaving many working people behind.  
My goal, when I was first appointed Minister of National Health and Welfare in 1976, was to bring in Guaranteed Annual Income to our country.  I had read a lot about that policy of which I was a big fan, and I was determined.  What killed my dream, three months after taking office, was first learning about the impending recession, and secondly the realization that it meant doubling the social assistance budget in order to include all the working poor.  What I find terrible is that we still have today the same proportion of working poor in a country that brags about being the best in the world.  

Visible minorities
As we just saw, visible minorities’ chances to be stuck in low paid full-time wages are greater than for the general population.  We should pause and think of what it means.  In 10 years, if current demographic trends continue, one in five of the total Canadian population will be a visible minority.  One in five.  If most (56%) of these persons will live in Ontario, British Columbia is the second province where they will settle with 18% of them.  
To continue for a moment on labour market issues and concerns, we should pay attention to “segmented labour markets”, an economic concept applied to our immigration population: visible minority workers have been polarized and concentrated in high wage and in low wage jobs.
 ”.  I may add that: Worse, this segmentation has also been evident in the federal public service in terms of gender and visible minority status.
  (The report I quote from did not study provincial bureaucracies, and it would be important to check what is happening in municipalities, regional and provincial governments.)

In other words, a first group enjoys stable, high skilled, high paying jobs with advancement possibilities while a second group works in insecure, low skilled, low paid, “dead end” jobs.  Things may not be perfect for the first group of visible minorities and they may suffer inordinate “glass ceiling” barriers or lower pay than their white Canadian counterparts, but they are earning well.  The very serious and basic problem of the second group is compounded by their “visibility”.
Unfortunately, this otherwise very interesting paper of the National Visible Minority Council on Labour Force Development I am quoting from, regretfully does not offer a gender analysis of the situation.  This is not however a reason for us not to look into an important societal concern.   
I have no magic bullet to offer in helping getting all women out of low paying jobs.  As a non-expert, I cannot really appreciate the CPRN recommendations, but they should be seriously debated.  I agree that unionizing such workers in our traditional sense is not the best approach.  I would rather think that coop/union types of associations like the Self Employed Women Association (SEWA) of India, who bargains for the rag pickers, the street vendors, etc., and who we just met at our last CSDH meeting in Ahmerabad, would be a more appropriate and more empowering approach.  In addition, it seems to me that many women (and men) can be helped towards good jobs through more education.  Work-study programmes, vocational education/training projects, coop studies such as exist in Germany, France, Belgium, the U.K. and, I imagine, Canada, are ways of addressing the challenge.  An OECD study on 25 countries presented last June by CPRN’s Patrice de Broucker makes the point that experience in the labour market generally compensate very little for a low level of education. 
  
To integrate an educational/vocational component in the lives of workers – young or older - requires innovation in the delivery of services.  It is feasible.  All my life, I tried to understand how social change occurs.  When doing the Royal Commission on Learning in Ontario for Bob Rae, then the Premier of the province, I learned of the work of a great American educator:  Henry M.  Levin, a Stanford University professor of education and of economics.  The strategy he had developed was practiced through his Accelerated Schools Project.  In the mid-90’s, at the time of our Royal Commission, some 500 U.S. schools had enrolled - inner city schools, difficult environments, underperforming schools of a kind or another.  To enrol as an accelerated school, difficult conditions had to be accepted of unity of purpose, of empowerment coupled with responsibility, of active collaboration within the entire school community.  Nobody ever said it was going to be easy.  But the success is remarkable.

What fascinated me in this strategy is that at-risk students must learn at a faster rate – not a slower rate that drags them further and further behind. An enrichment strategy is called for rather than a remedial one.
 This thinking runs counter to the usual low expectations we all have of at-risk students.  I love this philosophy because it is betting and building on the strengths of people, it is daring, full of dreams and of hope.  It is not always applicable in life; I surely did not use it when developing the Canada Health Act!  To the opposite.  I called my strategy at the time: “la stratégie des petits pas” – the small steps strategy, for I wanted to avoid a doctors’ strike at all cost. 
The same philosophy and pedagogy of accelerated learning is called for when it comes to lifting women (and men) out of chronic low paid jobs.  I did not mention that “accelerated schools” make use of the latest technology as a means to speed up the learning and socialization processes.  So, if I were the government, I would therefore provide free of charge and with free technical support, a computer to the home of every woman registered in such a study/work project.  In fact, I would give it to her.  (By the way, her kids could also use it when she is at work!)  Different projects could start in parallel, some addressed to the young and others to the less young workers. 
Women and poverty
We know a number of women in Canada are poor despite the fact that they are in paid jobs, full-time and part-time.  But more women are poor because they cannot work or can no longer work.  CRIAW/ICREF – the Canadian Research Institute for the Advancement of Women – released earlier this year its 3rd edition of the Women and Poverty Fact Sheet, an excellent reference document.  So I will not repeat the long, sad list of categories of women who are poor.  Let me however draw our collective attention to three sub-groups.

The first is that of women raising families by themselves; 51.6% of lone parent families headed by women are poor. Often, financial support from the other parent (the father) does not materialize.  This fact we hear about repeatedly, but do we know that almost half so-called “unattached” women over 65 years of age (single, widowed or divorced) are poor?  Finally, 35% of women under 65 and living on their own live in poverty.

In 2001, 60% of single mothers relied on welfare at some point. 52% of Canada’s social assistance recipients are made up of families with children. (…)  All welfare rates in Canada are far below the poverty line, ranging from 20% to 76% below.
   

There will always be experts discussing endlessly what the poverty line, the cut off line should be.  It remains that Statistics Canada’s low-income cut-offs represents a quite strict definition not a generous one.

Women are poor for many reasons.  I will underline two of them: they are poor because they have and look after children, and they are poor because collectively, when they are, or were, in paid full-time employment, they still make only 71% of what men make.  All sorts of destructive consequences follow poverty:  lesser employment benefits and entitlements including pensions, big housing problems, humiliating attitudes, lack of privacy.  It nurtures child poverty, worsens health outcomes, and it marginalizes in all sorts of ways.

When one is poor, very poor, one has to resort to welfare, to social assistance.  That the levels of social assistance are too low by thousands of dollars everywhere in our country is a shame.  That our welfare programs are “an utter disaster” should shame us even more.
  That four provinces, including the rich and successful British Columbia, and the three territories still “clawback” the child benefits for those on welfare, that is deduct one dollar of welfare for one dollar of child benefit, is a bigger shame.  All this is a shame because we somehow enjoyed tax cuts on the back of these women (and men) on social assistance.  The country’s finances are in order and we brag about our good life.  We do not want to know how we got there.

CRIAW’s Fact Sheet is much more than a statistical profile.  It offers in its few pages a tremendously clear analysis of the various dimensions of the problems and it points to possible action.  

Conclusion
And to do something about women who are poor is our challenge, the challenge of a conference like this one.  The issue is definitely not glamorous.  I repeat: women and poverty are invisible in today’s Canada.  We must turn the situation around.  It is not only the responsibility of this conference but that of all of us, citizens.  We revel in thinking of Canada as a great place to live, a society not afraid of offering a universal “medicare” and a safety net to its people.  We see this as our trademark in North America.  But how much of it is a reality and how much is a myth?

More than 10 years ago, the University of Toronto political scientist Carolyn Tuohy, an expert on Canadian institutions, wrote: Canadian social policy presents a puzzle.  On the one hand, it comprises a relatively niggardly (sic) set of policies directed at income security – notably public pensions and social assistance.  The one relatively generous income-maintenance program, unemployment insurance, has been the focus of ongoing controversy.  On the other end, Canada has adopted a system of national health insurance that is both generous and outstandingly popular.  Why have Canadians been so parsimonious and chary in protecting individuals and families against poverty, and so generous and enthusiastic in protecting them against the cost of health care?...
  

This is a profound hindsight and the question is more valid today than ever.

Breaking the conspiracy of silence on poverty in Canada, putting women and poverty – whatever its causes – on the political agenda, and launching a true campaign to change the situation is a difficult task.  Of course, some short-term, almost immediate tactics can be developed, such as preparing to grill candidates and political parties during the next federal election.  Critical analysis and public discussion of the October 11 federal Unanticipated Surplus Act, a Bill about how to use our budgetary surpluses, is another avenue for action.  Using the recent Gender Budget Initiatives developed by Isabella Baker for the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives
 is yet one more tool at our disposal.  But the action undertaken must be sustained over some time.  Putting pressure on politicians, if it is not grounded in continuity of action, is like a storm the political class weathers and waits for it to be behind. 

In addition to action that has continuity, an issue like this one rests on values.  Values mean leaders, politicians and others, who are not afraid of discussing values and who, in the process, become champions of the cause.  
When our Commission was launched in Santiago, Chile, we learned about Solidario, Puente, Junji, government programmes for the poorest communities in the capital city suburbs.  We visited and observed community clinics and daycare centres (the government has created 1,000 child care centres for infants to 6 years old in situation of social vulnerability).  Nutrition, education, development, health, as well as housing, training and employment are all truly integrated.  And the Chilean government is now expanding these programmes to the whole country.  Reflecting to myself that “equity” and “social justice” had to be strong societal values in that country for such initiatives to take place – which was confirmed to me later – I wondered when and how we could even start discussing values publicly in Canada.
A national desire for equity and for social justice are prerequisites in shaping public policies the way we want to see them, public policies bringing the bottom quintile of our population, the poor Canadians, the poor women in Canada, out of that unacceptable and unhealthy state of affairs.
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