
Introduction
The BC Government and Service Employees’ Union 
(BCGEU) represents more than 73,000 workers in 
various sectors and occupations in more than 550 
bargaining units throughout British Columbia. Our 
diverse membership includes direct government 
employees who protect children and families, 
provide income assistance to vulnerable individuals, 
fight forest fires, protect the environment, manage 
our natural resources, deliver care to people with 
mental health issues and addictions, administer 
B.C.’s public system of liquor control, licensing 
and distribution, staff correctional facilities and the 
courts, and provide technical, administrative and 
clerical services.

Our membership also comprises workers throughout 
the broader public and private sectors where 
members provide clinical care and home support 
services for seniors, a diverse range of community 
social services, highway and bridge maintenance, 
post-secondary instruction and administration, as 
well as other non-governmental industries, including 
financial services, hospitality, retail and gaming.

The BCGEU is a tireless advocate for fair wages for 
all workers. Daily, BCGEU members providing health 
and social services confront the consequences of low 
wages, poverty and growing inequality our province, 
including poor nutrition, inadequate housing, mental 
health and addictions issues. Many BCGEU members 
have themselves organized and struggled to earn 
more than the minimum wage. They know firsthand 
the positive difference that making a decent wage 
makes in their lives, and they want the same for all 
British Columbians – right now.

The following submission provides a brief response 
to each of the engagement questions posed by the 
Fair Wages Commission.

What is a reasonable timeframe or 
schedule of increases in the minimum 
wage to reach $15-an-hour?
A significant increase in pay for British Columbia’s 
lowest paid workers is long overdue. Adjusting for 
inflation, today’s minimum wage is no higher than it 
was in the early 1970s.1 That adds up to more than 
40 years of stagnation for B.C.’s lowest wage earners, 
despite the fact that during that period our province 
became significantly richer. Working full-time at 
$11.35 per hour keeps a person in poverty, often 
earning below Statistics Canada’s Before-Tax Low 
Income Cut-off.2 Workers excluded from the mini-
mum hourly wage provisions can work full time and 
earn even less.

It is time to put an end to poverty wages, and 
raising the minimum wage rate to $15 per hour 
for all workers is a first step towards achieving 
that goal. The increase to $15 per hour should be 
implemented immediately. We recognize that a 
small number of employers may need additional 
time and assistance to transition to the new rate. 
But overall, the change should be made as soon as 
possible, so that workers are not shouldered with the 
burden of the transition to a fair minimum wage. At 
the very latest, the transition to $15 per hour should 
be completed before the end of 2018. If the increase 
is to occur in stages, there should be as few steps as 
possible to reach $15 per hour. Finally, the increase 
should apply to all workers, regardless of sector, size 
of employer, or where they live.

1 Ken Battle, Minimum Wage Rates in Canada: 1965-2015, 
Caledon Institute of Social Policy, September 2015. Available 
at: http://www.canadasocialreport.ca/MinimumWages/2015.
pdf
2 BC Federation of Labour, An Economy for Everyone: The 
Case for a $15 Minimum Wage, BC Fed Submission to the 
Fair Wages Commission, November 2017. Available at: 
http://bcfed.ca/sites/default/files/attachments/BCFED_
Minimum_Wage_Commission_submission_web.pdf
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conditions. It should make annual recommendations 
to government on the minimum wage rate, how 
to close the gap between the minimum wage and 
a living wage, and related employment standards 
issues.

Further, the commission should be empowered to 
engage in consultations and to conduct research 
to support its ongoing mandate. Establishing a 
permanent commission to make well-informed, 
evidence-based recommendations will bring predict-
ability and fairness to government’s decision-making 
on minimum wages.

Exemptions from the minimum hourly wage

No worker in B.C. should receive less than the 
minimum hourly wage. The existing exemptions from 
the minimum wage provisions in the Employment 
Standards Act and Regulation open the door to the 
exploitation and abuse of vulnerable workers and 
must be eliminated. A universal approach should be 
taken so that all workers are protected by and benefit 
from the same basic minimum standards.

For example, BCGEU members that provide care for 
seniors and persons with physical or developmental 
disabilities are very familiar with the working con-
ditions faced by some live-in caregivers. Exempted 
from both the minimum hourly wage rate and the 
hours of work provisions, these workers can be 
overworked, abused and isolated. Under current 
rules a group home worker can be on duty 24 hours 
a day for several days in a row, caring for clients with 
complex needs or violent behaviours. Regardless 
of the demands of their work, there is no obligation 
for these workers to be paid overtime or to limit the 
length of their shift.

In short, the working conditions created by this 
exclusion and others in the Act put workers at risk 
and compromise the quality of care they are able 
to provide. This situation is unacceptable for both 
workers and their clients.

There is no good reason for British Columbians to 
wait for a higher minimum wage. The province’s 
economy is very strong. Employers have known for 
years that the $15 per hour minimum wage was on 
the policy agenda. And modern economic research 
has demonstrated that a reasonable increase in 
the minimum wage is good for workers and the 
economy. The benefits to raising the minimum wage 
include reduced poverty, a lower-turnover labour 
market, a larger share of profits going to workers 
(much needed after decades of a declining labour 
share of GDP), more productive workers, and a 
reduction in inequality. These benefits far outweigh 
any costs.3

Dire predictions about job losses and price increases 
do not reflect the latest research or our recent 
experience in B.C., where a 28 per cent increase in 
the minimum wage between 2011 and 2012 did not 
negatively impact employment. Rather, unemploy-
ment in B.C. declined following the increases, both 
overall and among young workers.4 Similarly, recent 
empirical evidence clearly shows that increases in 
the minimum wage have small impacts on employ-
ment, and modest price increases are outweighed 
by higher wages and increased demand among low 
wage earners.

Once the $15-an-hour minimum wage 
is achieved, how and when should this 
be increased in the future?
Many factors influence what is a fair wage for 
workers, so tying future minimum wage increases 
to inflation or leaving it to the political whim of the 
government of the day are unacceptable approaches. 

Instead, the tripartite Fair Wages Commission 
should be made permanent. The commission should 
be given a broad mandate and sufficient resources 
to consider labour force, poverty and cost-of-living 

3 Michal Rozworski, Minimum wage whack-a-mole, October 
2017. Available at: http://rozworski.org/political-eh-
conomy/2017/10/30/minimum-wage-whack-a-mole/
4 Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey Estimates, CANSIM 
Tables 282-0050, 109-5334 and 109-5337
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The exclusion of farmworkers from the minimum 
hourly wage is particularly reprehensible and must 
be ended. Largely recent immigrants and persons 
of colour working in widely dispersed worksites, 
farmworkers are among the most vulnerable workers 
in British Columbia. The current piece rates are 
arbitrary and an affront to the right of all workers to 
be paid a decent wage for their labour. The BCGEU 
submits that going forward, employers should be free 
to implement incentive rates, but all farmworkers 
must receive the $15 per hour minimum wage.

Is there anything else you would 
like the Fair Wages Commission to 
consider when developing their 
recommendations about the increases 
in the minimum wage to $15-an-hour?
For the $15 per hour minimum wage to have real 
meaning in the lives of British Columbians, it must 
apply equally to all workers, and it must be effec-
tively enforced.

Beginning in 2001, the BC Liberals gutted the 
Employment Standards Branch. The Branch’s staff 
was reduced by more than half from 151 in 2001 to 
just 74 today.5 Proactive monitoring and enforcement 
of employment standards were sidelined in favour of 
a complaint-driven system. This means that vulnera-
ble workers are now expected to deal directly with 
an employer that has violated their workplace rights 
using a “self-help” kit. Fearing reprisal, most workers 
do not come forward, and today many forms of wage 
theft and other violations by employers go largely 
unnoticed and unpunished. 

Staffing and funding for the Employment Standards 
Branch must be increased significantly so the agency 
can provide effective enforcement of minimum 
workplace standards, prevent wage theft, and ensure 

5 BC Employment Standards Coalition, Workers’ 
Stories of Exploitation and Abuse: Why BC Employment 
Standards Need to Change, July 2017. Available at: http://
bcemploymentstandardscoalition.com/wp-content/
uploads/2017/05/Summary-Report-Workers-Stories-of-
Exploitation-and-Abuse.pdf

that workers actually receive the minimum $15 
per hour wage to which they are entitled. 

On behalf of BCGEU members, we appreciate the 
opportunity to provide this submission to the Fair 
Wages Commission.
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