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Work should lift you out of poverty, not keep you there

Local Governments and the Living Wage

Adoption of the living wage by local government leaders is one of the most practical and effective ways to
address poverty at the local level - including municipalities, unincorporated communities and band councils -
where so many of the policy levers are held by senior government at the provincial and federal levels. Paying a
living wage directly improves the lives for staff and contractors of the local government and sends a strong
message to other employers within its boundaries.

The Living Wage for Families Campaign is in its early days in Metro Vancouver. Discussions have taken place
with a range of local governments, at both the council and senior staff levels, as well as with a number of
private employers. Many municipalities have expressed interest in implementing a living wage policy or
becoming a certified Living Wage Employer. We anticipate more local governments will follow the leadership
of New Westminster, a city in BC that became a Living Wage Employer in 2011.

How the living The living wage is calculated on a basket of goods and services that a family of four (two

wage is working adults, two young children) requires to meet its daily living expenses in the Metro

calculated Vancouver area. It includes the cost of housing in a three-bedroom rental (averaged across
all of Metro), the cost of groceries and toiletries, child care (for a four year old and a seven
year old), health-care coverage and a small allowance for adult education for the parents to
upgrade their skills. It does not include the cost of paying down existing debt, or saving for
home ownership, retirement or the children’s post-secondary education. In other words, the
living wage only meets the daily expenses of a working family.

The living wage is recalculated annually, by the BC Office of the Canadian Centre for Policy
Alternatives (CCPA), based on that basket of goods and services. The methodology is
transparent and is published on CCPA’s website for anyone to review and for any
community that seeks to determine its own living wage.

Why the The Living Wage for Families Campaign insists that the floor for all workers, regardless of

family of four? position, be the same and that the wage recognizes that living expenses vary and change
throughout a worker's lifetime and family status: more and more single people are
supporting aging parents, many young workers are struggling with ruinous student-loan
debt, and others hope to save for home ownership or have complex accommodation needs
due to disability or illness.

From time to time, we are asked to calculate the living wage for single people. We have
resisted doing that. Our work is about addressing child and family poverty - that's why First
Call is the right home for us (see the next paragraphs about who is behind the campaign).
The biggest single contribution to child poverty in BC (where one in five children grow up in
poverty) is the fact that their parents have to work in low-wage jobs. We believe that advocating
for a living wage for families will positively impact everyone in the working population.
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At its root, the living wage campaign is about addressing child and family poverty. It is
simply unacceptable that one in five children in our province grow up in poverty. Where
working families struggle to make ends meet on minimum wages, the parents may have to
take on two or three low-paid jobs just to pay the rent and feed the family. That juggling of
responsibilities and constant stress to pay the bills leaves no time for full participation in
family life (such as coaching sports, participating on the school’s parent advisory council,
helping with homework), in community life (volunteering) or in civic life (writing letters to
the editor, voting in general elections). In short, low-wage workers are not only economically
disenfranchised, but also disenfranchised from what makes life meaningful.

The Living Wage for Families Campaign was established in 2008, after the release of a
comprehensive research report on child and family poverty conducted jointly by the
Community Social Planning Council of Greater Victoria, the BC Office of the Canadian
Centre for Policy Alternatives and First Call: BC Child and Youth Advocacy Coalition. Since
the publication of that report, Working for a Living Wage: Making paid work meet basic family
needs in Vancouver and Victoria, the campaign has been housed at First Call. Operational
support for the campaign has been provided by funders committed to the living wage (and
also Living Wage Employers), such as the United Way of the Lower Mainland and Vancity
Credit Union, and by a number of labour unions committed to fair and decent wages for
working people, including the Canadian Union of Public Employers (CUPE), the BC
Government and Service Employees Union (BCGEU), the BC Teachers' Federation, the
United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) and the Hospital Employees Union (HEU).

The calculation for the current living wage ($20.10/hour in 2014 across Metro Vancouver)
is related directly to the absence of family supports such as subsidized and universally
available child care, more comprehensive and accessible health plans and investments into
affordable housing. If a family didn't have to pay part of its Medical Services Plan premiums,
that living wage could be reduced by $0.99/hour; if there was a universal child-care plan
available at $10/day, the living wage could be reduced by about $4/hour. So, when
employers exercise leadership and pay the living wage to employees, they are making up on
the market side for the failure of public policy. Employers in the Living Wage for Families
Campaign are encouraged to advocate for social policy supports to meet the needs of
families and share the cost between public and private purses.

In the experience of the living wage campaign, the averaged costs of housing and food
across Metro Vancouver make a municipality-by-municipality calculation unnecessary.
When New Westminster first considered the living wage (which it adopted in 2011), it
explored calculating its own wage, but abandoned this when it discovered that the
difference between its local wage and the Metro wage was just pennies - 16 cents to be
exact. New West also considered that many staff lived in neighbouring communities while
some residents worked in other communities - this is true in any large metropolitan area.

Applying to the Living Wage for Families Campaign to be “certified” as a Living Wage
Employer is not the only opportunity available to a local government. In other jurisdictions,
sometimes the first step for a local authority is to pass a living wage policy, which sets out
what the local government intends to do. The New Westminster council first adopted a
living wage policy that provided a roadmap for how it was going to address those aspects of
its contracting relationships that would not meet the living wage campaign criteria.
Adopting a living wage policy can be a very good first step, and provides leadership direction
to staff to investigate how the living wage could be implemented.
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Although the living wage campaign in Metro Vancouver is relatively young, there is excellent
research on the benefits to employers of paying a living wage coming from similar
campaigns in other jurisdictions. Universally, employers report reduced staff turnover (and
associated costs), improved performance and service delivery by engaged employees,
improvements to company brand and reputation, and stronger local communities because
of the reinvestment that employees make by local purchasing with their living wages.

A number of local employers who pay a living wage concur: Toby Barazzuol of Eclipse
Awards notes that "happy workers do beautiful work;" his turnover rate has dropped
dramatically, while the quality of his products has improved appreciably. Barbara Kaminsky
of the Canadian Cancer Society said for her agency it was a no-brainer to pay the living
wage and to defend it to donors because, in her estimation, “poverty is a carcinogen,” and
the society had to walk its talk. Other employers, including Vancity, believe that paying
living wages is the best way to build a strong local economy and to support local businesses;
Vancity's Tamara Vrooman has stated that “paying a living wage to our employees and
service providers will help make families stronger and communities healthier.”

Contractors and suppliers to Living Wage Employers provide similar endorsements. A study
at the San Francisco International Airport showed that turnover rates among contracted
security screeners plummeted from 95% to 19% when their hourly wage rate rose to a living
wage; the rise in wages more than offset the thousands of dollars saved per worker in
recruitment and training costs. KPMG London halved its turnover rates after introducing the
living wage for its contract staff, and “no one abused the new sick-pay scheme and
absenteeism is very low,” noted Guy Stallard. “We get the benefit of reduced training costs
and increased staff continuity.”

An employer with a unionized workforce may anticipate some hurdles related to existing
collective agreements and bargaining. It is not the intent of the Living Wage for Families
Campaign to open up, by design or inadvertently, existing employer/employee collective
agreements, outside of and in respect to the bargaining cycle. One of our large employers
had collective agreements with two different unions at the time the employer was accepted
into the living wage campaign. The employer had, in both cases, consulted with the union
leadership and they had together agreed to a simple addendum to the collective agreement
which (1) signaled the employers’ intent to use the living wage as the floor for entry level
positions at the next round of bargaining and (2) allowed for a “premium” to be paid to
workers identified in the current collective agreement whose combination of wages and
non-mandatory benefits did not meet the living wage rate. That employer reported a very
positive response from both unions, and the work together has improved the relationship
between the parties overall.

It is also important for employers and employee trade unions to remember this is about
poverty alleviation. Trade unions have played a key historical role in advancing the welfare of
working men and women, by pressing for an eight-hour day and advancing minimum wages
to protect workers. The contemporary equivalent is the work of the campaign on the living
wage, and trade-union leadership understands this as a poverty alleviation strategy and not
a bargaining strategy to overall increase wages within a workplace. Similarly, concerns that
compression might result is soundly answered with the reminder that this is about lifting the
lowest-paid workers out of poverty and into a fair and decent income.
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In the campaign’s experience, most large employers are already paying a living wage to all or
most of their direct employees, and only a handful of employees will be affected by a move
to pay the living wage (and hence a relatively small budget impact). The real difference is
when employers tackle their contracted labour supports - janitorial, maintenance, security,
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