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When discussing the concept 
of basic income, those on 

the front lines, whether living 
in poverty or helping those who 
struggle with it on a daily basis, 
are most often in favour of the 
“Big Bang” approach—namely, 
ensuring that all Canadians have 
a livable income now.

Indeed, a national basic in-
come program should and can be 
initiated immediately. However, 
when examining the challenges 
through a political, economic, and 
social lens, it becomes clear that 
an incremental approach is the 
best, and possibly the only, way to 
actually achieve a basic income in 
Canada. These challenges include:

Potential loss of existing 
benefits: Those who presently 
receive a combination of ben-
efits rightly fear that they may 
be worse-off if any of these are 
replaced by a basic income. Start-
ing small means that existing 
programs need not be immedi-
ately modified.

Determining the appropriate 
basic income level: This level will 

vary across Canada and requires 
extensive consultation to be 
determined.

Avoiding rapid change: 
People are skeptical of change, 
especially when initiated by 
government. An incremental 
approach allows time for consul-
tation, education, dialogue, and 
building of goodwill. It also al-
lows for adjustments to be made 
before any unforeseen issues 
become problems.

Avoiding further delays and 
unnecessary costs of more pilots: 
Despite the fact that there already 
exists a great deal of data on pilot 
projects in Canada and around 
the world, nervousness persists. 
The incremental approach is less 
threatening than the “Big Bang” 
while still ensuring that imple-
mentation starts immediately.

Avoiding economic shocks: 
By introducing a basic income 
over a period of years, the impact 
on the federal and lower-level 
budgets will be more easily ac-
commodated with marginal, if 
any, negative impacts on inflation. 
Recipients will also be able to 
make lifestyle adjustments more 
gradually.

There are valid concerns asso-
ciated with a program as signifi-
cant as basic income. However, 
none of these concerns should 
delay the immediate start of an 
incremental program.

This article proposes that the 
the federal government’s role be 
to provide the core of a national 
basic income, similar to the 
guaranteed income supplement 

(GIS) for seniors and adjusted for 
inflation, for individuals between 
18 and 64 inclusive. Provinces 
and territories would then be 
responsible for making necessary 
adjustments for local conditions.

One possible implementation 
would progress as follows:

recipients between 18 and 64 inclu-
sive. Adjustments could be made for 
multiple individuals living in one 
household, as is being done in the 
Ontario pilot. No changes would be 
made to existing programs.

grant to $750 per month, with a 
process of consultation for deter-
mining which existing programs 
can be modified or eliminated.

of $1,000 per month, begin the 
actual process of modifying the 
existing welfare system, including 
the refocusing/retraining of social 
workers for support services.

of $1,250 per month, determine 
the low-income measure level 
that will be paid for by the federal 
government and begin the analy-
sis for the top-up to be covered by 
provinces and territories to adjust 
for local differences.

gradual phase-out of the exist-
ing administrative burden where 
these services are no longer 
required. Review and adjust the 
claw-back mechanism for fair-
ness and affordability.

-
tions from all levels of govern-
ment should now approach a 

guaranteed livable income to 
all those living near or below 
the poverty line. At this state, a 
report to Parliament should be 
prepared with recommendations 
for efficiency, effectiveness, and 
sustainability of the basic income 
program as part of a revamped 
social safety net for Canada.

As with all new initiatives, the 
basic income program would be 
vulnerable to changes in political 
priorities. It is therefore essential, 
preferably through legislation, 
to ensure that there is a clear 
path from the initial grant level 
to a livable income in a reason-
able time frame. This benchmark 
should ensure that any reductions 
to existing benefits during the im-
plementation period are matched 
by an equivalent increase in the 
basic income level.

Strong support from the public 
and courageous leadership will 
be required to seriously attack 
poverty via a basic income, and to 
recognize the need for a radical 
re-engineering of the existing 
social welfare system. We should 
start now as a way to achieve 
“recognition of the inherent dig-
nity and of the equal and inalien-
able rights of all members of the 
human family [which] is the foun-
dation of freedom, justice and 
peace in the world,” as outlined 
in the United Nations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.

Joe Foster is the human rights 
critic for the Green Party of Can-
ada. Oct. 17 was the International 
Day for the Eradication of Poverty. 
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In a Hill Times article from 
July 24, Soo Wong, Member 

of Provincial Parliament for 
Scarborough-Agincourt, Ont., 
defended her bill to create a 
“Nanjing Massacre Commemo-
rative Day” in Ontario as a way 
of teaching Ontarians about 
“truth,” “injustice and promoting 
human rights.”

In fact Bill 79, if enacted, 
would advocate for issues of 
conflict between foreign countries 
(China and Japan) instead of fo-
cusing on Canadian experiences 
and the values that have helped 
shape our country.

Choosing to support a bill that 
panders to one ethnic group of 
Canadians over another, and that 
deals with an issue between two 
foreign governments, should con-
cern us all. This is not a recipe for 
sowing the seeds of an inclusive 
society with Canadian values that 
should be a model for the world. 
Every community that has chosen 
Canada to be their home un-
doubtedly has a history of conflict 
somewhere in their past.

The values of Ontarians, and 
indeed of Canadians, do not ig-
nore world history nor perpetuate 
past conflict, but rather position 
us to aspire to be a society of 
equals, preserving language and 
heritage wrapped in a unique Ca-
nadian set of inclusive values.

Canadians of Japanese de-
scent largely arrived in Canada 
from 1877 to 1907 but were still 
classified as enemy aliens and 
interned during the Second World 
War, decades after they became 
Canadian citizens. Even those 
born in Canada were similarly 
interned with rights of property 
and citizenship revoked because 

of their pedigree for events that 
happened in a foreign land. Japa-
nese-Canadians were persecuted 
in the 1940s because Canadians 
failed to differentiate between the 
actions of the imperial Japanese 
military and the rights of inno-
cent Japanese-Canadians. Bill 79 
leads again to the vilification of 
Canadians of Japanese descent 
for something entirely unrelated 
to our community or history.

This should never happen 
again. To that end, the Cana-
dian Race Relations Foundation 
(CRRF) was created as a part 
of the 1988 Japanese Canadian 

Redress Agreement. The CRRF 
mandate “represents the desire of 
the Japanese Canadian communi-
ty to draw lessons from their war-
time experience to work toward a 
Canada where racism and racial 
discrimination are eliminated 
and the dignity of every person is 
respected.”

If, as Soo Wong suggests, we 
should teach Canadians about 
truth, injustice, and human 
rights, why don’t we start with 
uniquely Canadian experiences 
rather than selectively choosing 
an international hot-button issue 
between foreign governments? 

For example:

and segregation until the early 
1900s in Canada;

1885, imposing a head tax, and the 
Chinese Immigration Act, 1923, 
banning Chinese immigration;

Japan and India from 1907;

Japanese descent in 1942 along 
with the confiscation and sale of 
their property by the government 
and pressure to voluntarily accept 
deportation to Japan until 1947;

-
ship for Hutterites from 1942 to 
1972 in Alberta;

Doukhobors for a period up to 
1953 in British Columbia;

-
ues to raise its ugly head to this 
day; and

granted to Canadians of South 
Asian and Chinese descent in 1947 
and of Japanese descent in 1949.

Passing legislation dealing 
with issues emanating from 
foreign nationalism as a way of 
teaching Ontarians about truth, 
injustice, and promoting human 
rights is a slippery slope.

Let’s inform and educate 
Ontarians but not divide us by 
opening old wounds and pitting 
one group of Ontarians against 
another. We are much better off 
to look forward to the promise of 
Ontario, and Canada, as a model 
of a pluralistic society to hold up 
to the world.

Gary Kawaguchi is president 
of the Japanese Canadian Cul-
tural Centre.
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Basic income: 
the case for 
incrementalism 

No need for Nanjing Massacre 
Commemorative Day in Ontario 

Challenges that 
stand in the way 
of immediately 
implementing 
a basic income 
program shouldn’t 
stand in the way of a 
phased-in approach.

A bill in the 
Ontario legislature 
shouldn’t be passed. 
It panders to one 
ethnic group of 
Canadians over 
another. 
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A group of 
interned 
Japanese-
Canadian 
men at a road 
camp on the 
Yellowhead 
Pass in 
the Rocky 
Mountains in 
March 1942. 
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