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Introduction 
 
CUPE BC represents over 87,000 members in more than 160 locals across the province. We 
represent a large variety of sectors including municipal, library, K-12, post-secondary, 
community social services, health, and transportation. 
 
Fighting for fair and living wages is a central goal of the work that we do every day. Achieving 
this goal of a fair wage is more difficult for us when we are collective bargaining with newly 
organized members who have joined our union earning minimum wage. A low minimum wage 
of $11.35 in BC makes it extremely difficult for us to make gains through collective bargaining 
that are significant enough to ensure a good quality of life for our lowest paid members. In fact, 
we do represent members currently making less than $15 per hour including food service 
workers, cleaners, library pages, cashiers, entry level clerks, ushers, security guards, 
undergraduate teaching assistants, and community recreation workers.  Raising the minimum 
wage to $15 per hour will have positive impacts not only for minimum wage workers, but for a 
significant number of workers whose wages are negotiated with minimum wage as the starting 
point. 
 
The low minimum wage also increases the incentive for public sector employers to escape 
collective agreements through contracting-out to private service providers.  Research has 
demonstrated that contracting out public services not only has a devastating impact on 
workers, but also has a detrimental impact on quality of services and flexibility to adjust service 
levels if the needs of the public change. Also, even though workers are hired at lower wage 
rates, sometimes anticipated cost-savings are not realized due to the expensive Request for 
Proposals process, issues with contractors, costs of monitoring the contract, and costs 
associated with changing requested service levels etc.i 
 
1. What is a reasonable timeframe or schedule of increases in the minimum wage to reach 

$15-an-hour? (e.g., a few large increases or smaller more frequent increases?) 
 
The $15 minimum wage should be implemented immediately. No one should have to live in 
poverty, but especially no one who is working. A minimum wage of $15 per hour would put a 
single person working full-time (35-hours per week) just above the poverty line. Poverty is 
inhumane – it has detrimental impacts on workers’ health, life expectancy, capacity to develop 
their talents, opportunities they can provide to their children, ability to participate in the 
community, and generally their potential to have a good quality of life. 
 
If a $15 minimum wage is not implemented immediately, it should be implemented before the 
end of 2018. If the implementation must be staged it should be in two stages: May 2018+1.82 
(+16%)=$13.17, and October 1st +1.83 (+13%)= $15. This timeline would put British Columbia in 
line with Alberta which has planned to reach $15 by Oct 2018. 
 
In 2012, 11.6% of people working in Metro Vancouver were living in poverty, 8.6% of the 
working-age population. These statistics are based on the Statistic’s Canada’s Low-Income 
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Measure (LIM) - a universal measure for Canada, which does not consider the high housing 
costs of Metro Vancouver. These statistics are also conservative because they do not include 
students, or individuals living with parents or grandparents. Contrary to popular belief, the 
working poor are not mostly young single individuals -- 61% of the working poor are between 
the ages of 30 and 65, and 42% have dependent children.ii 
 
British Columbia can afford a higher minimum wage – our economy is strong. We have been at 
the top of provincial growth rankings for the third consecutive year.iii British Columbia also has 
the highest job vacancy rate of any province in Canada at 4%.iv Evidence of this tight labour 
market is apparent through widespread “hiring” notices and advertisements throughout the 
Lower Mainland. BC also has the lowest unemployment rate in Canada at 4.9%.v   
 
If short term relief is required for small employers (25 employees or less) with low profit 
margins, the BC government could provide tax credits for a proportion of their labour costs. 
Alberta has also reduced their small business tax rate during their transition to a $15 minimum 
wage. Businesses should not rely on their workers living in poverty in order to be successful.  

 
2. Once the $15-an-hour minimum wage is achieved, how and when should this be increased 

in the future? 
 
Everyone deserves a living wage. The province urgently needs to take steps to close the gap 
between the minimum wage and a living wage – either through increasing minimum wage or 
through other actions such as tackling the affordability of childcare and/or housing.  
 
Even at $15 per hour, many workers would continue to have very challenging lives. The 
following quotes are from CUPE BC’s precarious work survey from individuals working as library 
pages making approximately $15 per hour:  

 
“I'm very tired all the time. Sometimes I work full-time hours at my CUPE job and then 
also have to work 14 hours at my other job…I have three kids to support, I have to take 
all the hours I can.”  
“[My working conditions] cause anxiety and depression. Keep me living paycheck to 
paycheck. I can never truly commit to social engagements and can't schedule any regular 
events (like soccer on Thursday nights) as I may get called into work at any time.”  

 
The province of BC should establish a permanent and independent Decent Work Commission 
with a mandate to research living costs, earnings, employment, working conditions, and 
poverty in the province. This commission should be tasked with making recommendations to 
the government on an annual basis on the minimum wage, enforcement issues, and 
employment standards. This would be a similar model to the United Kingdom’s Low Pay 
Commission.  
 
This commission should be composed of a balance of commissioners including representatives 
from trade unions or workers associations, employers or representatives from employer 
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associations, and independent researchers or advocates such as academic experts in labour 
issues.  
 
The commission should conduct on-going research on low pay employment. It should research 
the impacts of increasing minimum wages on employment, employers, workers, earnings, and 
poverty. It should also conduct research on the living wage, and the steps needed to close the 
gap between the minimum wage and a living wage. Information should be gathered from a 
wide-range of consultations including with businesses, workers, government, and academics.  
 
Recommendations from this commission should provide the basis for determining how an 
when minimum wage should be increased in the future. 
 
Exclusions from the Minimum Hourly Wage 
 
The next five questions posed by the commission address exclusions from minimum wage. No 
worker should receive less than the minimum hourly wage. The minimum wage rate should be 
based on a variety of factors including the cost of living. A minimum wage of $15 per hour is still 
below the ‘living wage’ in communities across BC.vi The principle of universality should be 
applied – all workers deserve to be covered by the basic minimum wage. This should also be 
extended to all provisions of the Employment Standards Act (ESA) related to pay – including 
hours of work and overtime provisions, and statutory holiday pay. 
 
Exclusions from minimum wage and other provisions of the ESA complicate the regulations and 
therefore increase the probability of violations. Basic minimum standards outlined in the ESA 
should be as simple as possible to promote compliance.   
 
3. What are your experiences or thoughts about the liquor server minimum wage? 

 
The exclusion of liquor servers from minimum wage is arbitrary and fundamentally sexist. There 
are a variety of other tip and commission receiving occupations that are not excluded from the 
minimum wage provision such as retail workers, hotel bellmen, hotel housekeepers, taxi 
drivers, delivery persons, hair dressers etc. Servers are predominately female. Research 
demonstrates that the exemption of liquor servers from the minimum wage reinforces the 
power imbalance between customers and servers, and increases servers’ vulnerability to sexual 
harassment and sexualized interactions.vii 
 
4. What are your experiences or thoughts about the farm workers piece rates in B.C.? 

 
Piece rates in BC should be abolished and all farm workers should be covered by the basic 
minimum wage. Most farm workers in BC are Indo-Canadian immigrants, other migrants from 
the global south, or temporary foreign workers. Farm workers are amongst the most poorly 
paid and exploited workers in the province. In addition to being subject to low piece rates, they 
are exempt from overtime and statutory holiday pay.  The use of piece rates has never been 
adequately justified, and is fundamentally discriminatory and racist. If employers are concerned 
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about productivity, they could offer productivity bonuses.  Workers in other industries who 
might be paid by based on incentive or piece work, such as retail workers or factory workers, 
are still entitled to be paid at least the minimum wage. 
 
In the past there has been a high incidence of violations of the ESA by Farm Labour Contractors. 
Ensuring workers are covered by the minimum wage, reduces the potential for fraud by 
employers, such as inaccurate scales, improper counting, reduction of crops due to quality etc. 
It also provides a basis for workers to fight wage theft if records are not adequately kept. 
 
Furthermore, Temporary Foreign Farm Workers are entitled to the basic minimum wage and 
sometimes work on the same farms as local farm workers who are being paid the piece rate. 
This is inequitable and unfair. 
 
5. What is your experience or thoughts about the live-in care giver minimum wage? 
6. What is your experience or thoughts about the live-in building care-taker minimum wage? 
7. What is your experience or thoughts about the live-in camp leaders minimum wage? 
 
See ‘exclusions from minimum hourly wage above.’ 
 
8. Are there any issues for other groups that need to be considered? 

 
Online gig work, contingent work delivered by online platforms, is becoming increasingly 
common in our province. Online gig workers are extremely vulnerable to exploitation. For 
example, we have heard anecdotally of food delivery workers, who use online apps to connect 
them with ‘gigs,’ having to work a designated number of unpaid hours before being ‘qualified’ 
for payment.  Workers who have no control over their wage rates should be classified as 
employees not independent contractors. Consideration should be given to determining ways to 
ensure that these workers are entitled to at least a minimum wage.  
 
9. 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? 
 

Enforcement of the minimum wage & prevention of wage theft is essential  
Increasing the capacity of the Employment Standards Branch to enforce the ESA is key to the 
success of any increase to minimum wage. The Employment Standards Branch (ESB) has 
experience a 54% reduction in staff since 2002, while total employment in BC has increased by 
23%.viii The ESB lacks the necessary resources to engage in proactive and effective enforcement 
of the basic provisions of the Act.   
 
Furthermore, the current ‘self-help kit’ complaint-based model should be abolished. It is not 
reasonable to expect workers to submit complaints directly to their employers. After the 
implementation of the ‘self-help kit’ complaints to the ESB dropped by over 50%.ix 
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Research has demonstrated that wage theft is still a significant concern in our province. Wage 
theft takes a variety of forms including hours of work without pay, non-payment of overtime, 
improper deductions from pay, unpaid travel time, unpaid training etc.x 
 
It is also still common for temporary foreign workers to pay illegal recruitment fees – another 
form of wage theft. BC should follow Manitoba’s lead in requiring employers to recruit foreign 
workers through recruitment agencies that are licenced and monitored by the province. 
Employers also often violate the terms of employment contracts – for example failing to 
increase the pay of workers after the provincial minimum wage was raised, or providing fewer 
hours than originally promised. 
 
Proactive enforcement is key to ensure the success of any improvements to the ESA. 
 
Cost of Poverty & Inequality 
 
Research estimates that the poverty is costing our province between $8.1 and $9.2 billion a 
year.xi  Increasing the minimum wage is an important part of a comprehensive poverty 
reduction strategy for our province. 
 
Inequality has detrimental impacts on society – in unequal societies people are less happy, less 
civically engaged, and less healthy. Inequality hurts the social mobility of workers making it 
more difficult for people to improve their lives and the lives of their children. Higher crime rates 
are also associated with more unequal societies.  
 
Canada’s wealth inequality is astounding. In 2012 the richest 20% held almost 70% of the 
wealth in Canada, while the bottom 20% held less than 1% and the bottom 50% of the 
population held less than 6%. In 2012, BC had the highest concentration of wealth at the top 
out of any province in Canada – with the wealthiest 10% of the population holding 56% of the 
wealthxii. Increasing the minimum wage is an important step towards reducing inequality in our 
province. 
 
Increasing minimum wage is an equity issue 
 
According to the 2015 Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey, there are just under 500,000 
workers in BC making less than $15 per hour. The majority, 58%, of these workers are women. 
Increasing the minimum wage to $15 per hour is an important step towards improving pay-
equity in our province.  
 
Immigrants who have been in Canada for less than 15 years experience double the poverty rate 
when compared to long-term immigrants and Canadian citizensxiii. Increasing minimum wage is 
an important step in improving the settlement experience for immigrants seeking a better life 
for their families in BC.  
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Conclusion  
 
CUPE BC, on behalf of our 87,000 members, urges the government to implement a $15 wage 
immediately. It’s time to end poverty wages. In a province as rich as ours we have no excuse. 
 
Respectfully submitted: 
 
Karen Ranalletta  
General Vice-President 
CUPE BC  
 
Contact Information: kranalletta@gmail.com  
CUPE BC President: Paul Faoro pfaoro@cupe.bc.ca  
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