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The Vancouver Status of Women is a non-profit, feminist, community-based organization with a vision of freedom and self-determination for all through responsible, socially just, healthy and joyful communities both locally and globally.  VSW’s mission is to work with women to ensure their full participation in the social, economic, and political life of our communities.
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SECTION 1: Introduction

This Lobby Report of Vancouver Status of Women's Women and Welfare Project was developed by the Feminist Working Group to bring forth feminist recommendations to the current Employment & Assistance Act and Child Care Subsidy Program.  The Women and Welfare Project is a three-year project bringing forth an in-depth feminist analysis of the BC Welfare system and the impact of aggressive and regressive welfare legislation changes that serve to imprison marginalized women in the cycle of poverty.  The Project's primary goals are to:  examine the impact of Welfare changes on marginalized Women in BC; raise awareness, educate, and mobilize the general public; and lobby the provincial government to restore funding and improve programs.

British Columbia’s colonial, capitalist, and patriarchal legacy of offloading the responsibility to assist those in need onto the backs of individual women and their families has been further heightened with the introduction of the Employment and Assistance Act in April 2002.  It is clear that the feminization of poverty, as well as the racialization of poverty is legislated within the BC Employment and Assistance Regulations.

Vancouver Status of Women situates the current ‘reforms’ carried out by the BC Liberals as a part of a process of capitalist imperialism that consumes resources, undermines labour, and exploits marginalized people as a means to increasing profit, while limiting marginalized women’s choices and perpetuating the on-going unequal distribution of wealth.  

We envision a province, which enforces the following: 

a) The right to welfare in need, 

b) The right to an amount of welfare that meets basic requirements,

c) The right to appeal welfare decisions you disagree with, and 

d) The right to not have to work or train for welfare, and 
e) The right to adequate subsidies for childcare, transportation, and housing.

We also strongly envision a welfare system that is defined as part of British Columbian’s overall social safety net and where welfare is a right, without a narrow binary definition of who is and who is not “employable”.  British Columbia’s Provincial governments have systematically engaged in regressive cuts to social safety nets.  Such critical social services directly contribute to women and their families’ economic, social, and political well being.  


SECTION 2: Lobbying To Change Welfare Regulations

Vancouver Status of Women (VSW) recognizes the need to remove systemic patriarchal, colonial and capitalist barriers, which further deepen the severity of poverty experienced by women and children who barely survive on the current provisions of the BC welfare system. For an in-depth feminist analysis of the welfare system, please see VSW’s The New Era: The Deepening of Women’s Poverty (www.vsw.ca).  We have strategically and specifically chosen to focus on welfare policy changes, which disproportionately impact single mothers. Through community consultation including surveys, roundtables, and focus groups, three specific welfare policies emerged.  We urge the Provincial government to amend the following Employment & Assistance Act Regulations and Child Care Subsidy Program:
I. Time Limits to Receiving Benefits

II. Criteria & Eligibility for Receiving Child Care Subsidy Program

III. Elimination of Earnings Exemptions

RECOMMENDATION 1

To date, the current provincial government has not implemented welfare and childcare subsidy regulations which are ethical, just, and reflective of British Columbians diverse cultures, backgrounds, and needs.  These programs do not meet the requirements of a social safety net, as they are not reliable, reasonable or accessible.  Therefore, we strongly urge the:

1. Implementation of a new Employment & Assistance and Child Care Subsidy Acts, with the inclusion of the following Preamble. 

WHEREAS British Columbians are committed to promoting the right to adequate standard of living, including adequate food, housing, transportation, childcare, and clothing;

WHEREAS the term “employable” in implementing legislation will be used only if measurements used to determine “employability” are acceptable to British Columbians.  That is, measurements must be ethical, just, and reflective of British Columbians diverse cultures, backgrounds, and needs;

WHEREAS parents choosing to remain at home caring for their children, are as recognized and entitled to government benefits, as parents working outside the home;
WHEREAS social assistance is preserved as a reliable, reasonable, accessible social safety net, which is ever responsive to the needs of all British Columbians;

WHEREAS peoples accessing social assistance are treated with dignity, respect, sensitivity, and goodwill according to their diverse needs as individuals;

THEREFORE THE PEOPLE OF BRITISH COLUMBIA, by and with the leadership, consent and guidance of the Legislative Assembly of British Columbia, enact the following:

· The right to welfare in need,

· The right to an amount of welfare that meets basic requirements,

· The right to appeal welfare decisions you disagree with,

· The right to not have to work or train for welfare, and

· The right to adequate subsidies for childcare, transportation, and housing.

I.  Time Limits to Receiving Benefits

Currently: 

· Single and couples without children classified as "employable" by the Ministry of Human Resources will only be entitled to receive benefits for two out every five years, starting April 1, 2002.  

· In addition, single and two-parent families will be forced to seek paid employment once their youngest child turns three years old, with a reduction in benefits of $100 and $200 per month respectively.

Analysis - Forced to Work: “Incentives” to Exploitive Employment

The elimination of an accessible option of working, volunteering, or seeking further education; and the non-existence of transportation subsidies to facilitate locating paid work has caused the Ministry use of the term "employable" to become increasingly more debatable.

Canada being one of the richest nations in the world, and the current BC Provincial government continually publicizing that there are vast employment opportunities in the province, leads one to wonder why 1 in 5 women- 2.8 million- live in poverty (CRIAW 2002).  The two-year time limit rule ensures that a higher number of people who are in need of assistance will not be eligible for welfare, which increases the degree of poverty in British Columbia.  

In Canada, fifty-six percent (56%) of lone parent families headed by women are poor (Statistic Canada, 2000).  The above changes to the Employment and Assistance Act send a clear message to parents in BC - single mothers are undeserving of assistance.  The excessively punitive nature of these regulations is particularly unsettling.  The repercussions will fall almost entirely upon single mothers, since 88.5% of single parent families receiving income assistance are headed by women (BCCEDAW, 2003).   BC CEDAW reports:

The policy of deeming recipients ‘employable’ when their youngest child is three creates a trap for many mothers.  It is extremely difficult, if not impossible, for a single mother to pursue paid employment while looking after a three year old child, unless she has access to safe affordable day care (2003).

Time limits regulations promote an unethical incentive forcing women to work in precarious and exploitative types of work.  Precarious work is described as part-time, temporary, casual, contract, seasonal, low-waged, disposable, and lacking benefits (Vosko, 2000).  For women, especially racialized women (Aboriginal and women of colour) who already face systemic racism in the workforce, these regulations advance direct routes to exploitive paid work in the abysmally-waged garment, farm, sex-trade, restaurant, home care, domestic and service work industries which are traditionally outside of union protection, labour, health, and environmental standards.  In addition, marginalized women are likely to be forced to work in the “underground” market- “underground” work defined as any paid work not covered or following the rules and regulations of the Employment Standards Act.  This results in more and more women facing exploitation, violence, and abuse in the sex and drug trades (BCCEDAW, 2003).  

RECOMMENDATION 2 & 3

The BC Provincial government has stated they are deeply invested in the "best interest of the child" and believes that this objective is best achieved when the child is predominately in the presence of the primary caregiver.  However, single mothers currently have to work multiple jobs in order to meet basic needs requirements for their families.  Therefore, it is evident that these parents and children are experiencing decreased parental and child quality time, while having limited access to services (childcare, housing, transportation).  In addition, VSW strongly supports the past provincial policy of families continued access to welfare until the child reaches adulthood (18 years old).  We strongly urge you to implement a revision of the current policy on Welfare Eligibility to:

2. Families with children under 18 years of age (particularly single parents) are eligible to access welfare; and are not required to complete an Employment Action Plan nor participate in job search programs.  After the youngest child turns 18 years old, families in need are eligible to access welfare as singles or couples without time limits. 

3. Singles and couples without children can access welfare on a need basis, without time limits, and are eligible to supplement their income through welfare in order to attain further education and meet their basic needs. 

4. 


II.  Criteria & Eligibility for Receiving Child Care Subsidy

A tightened criteria for access to the Child Care Subsidy Program has greatly decreased eligibility and access for parents in need of additional aid in maintaining adequate childcare. Parents are no longer able to access Child Care Resource & Referral and One Stop Access programs due to devastatingly funding cuts and rigid criteria.  In some cases, particularly in poorer communities, this has resulted in the closure of Child Care Centres.  

Analysis -Privileged Childcare:  The “Undeserving” and “Deserving” Parent 

From April to December 2002, there has been an 88% drop in subsidized registrations in licensed Daycare Facilities in the Vancouver East Side, following the introduction of cuts to the Child Care Subsidy Program (Fuller and Stephens, 2004).  Such clear poor-bashing and classist regulations have turned quality licensed Child Care Centres into sites primarily accessible to middle and upper class families.  This has resulted in childcare becoming a privilege, instead of a universal right, as promised by the BC Liberals.

Single parents find themselves juggling multiple jobs in order to access affordable childcare, while having to spend less time with their child(ren).  BC parents are being deprived of the right to quality-licensed childcare, which deepens the poverty experienced by the family, and is not in the "best interest of the child".  Furthermore, access to quality-licensed childcare enhances the child’s literacy and promotes school readiness (Goelman, 2005). Therefore, the absence of accessible and quality childcare is a crucial factor in reducing the poverty which women and their families’ experience.  

This regulation strongly forces women into precarious types of exploitative work in order to meet the high expense of childcare in BC.  Women find themselves working multiple part-time jobs in order to meet childcare expenses for what may be low-quality childcare with safety concerns.  Such regulations put women in ethical dilemmas, where they are having to juggle the often conflicting demands of seeking paid employment, attending to their families’ basic needs, and accessing child care.  

RECOMMENDATION 4 & 5

BC Liberals have cut $24 million from the Ministry of Human Resources, directly limiting access to the Child Care Subsidy Program.  This slash and burn effect on welfare and childcare policies contradicts with the current Provincial government's mandate to get as many women off Social Assistance as possible.  Currently, parents already working multiple jobs no longer have the option of receiving subsidy to cover Before- and After- School Care costs, resulting in decreased healthy and safe alternatives for child care.  Furthermore, the tightening of criteria and eligibility for receiving Child Care Subsidy only adds to parents considerable barriers towards locating paid employment and continued education.  We strongly urge you to implement a revision of the current policy on the Child Care Subsidy Program to:

4. Childcare subsidies are available to parents working, trying to locate paid work, volunteering, or continuing their education. Child Care Subsidy Program applicants are eligible for full/part-time daycare, before- and after-school coverage, and summer day camps with increased amounts of subsidy.  Subsidy amounts should reflect the needs of the individual child along with household income.  

5. Childcare subsidies are available to parents who chose to stay in the home to provide childcare for their own child(ren).

III.  Elimination of Earnings Exemptions

“Earnings Exemptions” have been eliminated so that anyone on Income Assistance who is receiving monies not issued by welfare will have to claim the full amount of monies received.  These monies are then deducted dollar-for-dollar from their next welfare cheque.  Single parents are no longer able to keep a portion of their Family Maintenance, or any other monies they are able to earn.

Analysis- Forcing Dependency:  Legislating Violence Against Women and Children
Welfare funds available to single parents with one child covered only 65% of minimum living costs (Klein and Long, 2003).  This suggests that the vast majority of those receiving social assistance are not having their basic needs met.  The elimination of the Family Maintenance Exemption, and the sporadic nature in which Family Maintenance cheques are often received, adversely affects the mother’s ability to care for her child.  Family Maintenance is intended to assist a mother in feeding and clothing her child.  While, 78.6% of all BC food bank recipients are on Income Assistance (G. Riches, 2004), it is clear children are being robbed of their right to a healthy adequate diet essential for learning and growth.

A single mother with a child under three years, who is caring for other children in order to supplement her income, is no longer able to keep $200 for her paid work with the elimination of Earnings Exemptions.  Statistics being so high- 1/3 of BC welfare recipients are single parent families, of which 88% are headed by women (Creese & Strong-Boag, 2005)- the damaging withdrawal of Earnings Exemptions creates an even more onerous task for single mothers to elevate their families living standards and conditions.  Thus, marginalized women are pushed deeper into precarious exploitative labour in order to meet their basic needs, since welfare rates are well below the Low-Income Cut Off.  Women choosing to supplement their income, in order to better tend to the needs of their children; and who do not declare their supplemental income for survival, find themselves being punished, penalized and criminalized for acting out their rights as mothers to fully care and protect their families.  Most detrimental to women’s well-being is that women are forced to remain in abusive relationships or return to abusive relationships as a means to survival due to low welfare rates.

RECOMMENDATION 6

The current Provincial government has promised a “better tomorrow” for BC residents by providing more accessible, adequately funded social programs.  To date this promise has not been kept and has actually regressed, with a reduction of $24 million to the Ministry of Human Resources programs.  British Columbians accessing welfare who are working, going to school and/or caring for their families, should be able to supplement their income with earnings exemptions to at least the Low-Income Cut Off.  This recommendation is an attempt to close the gap on income disparity.  We strongly urge the Provincial government to loosen the constraints on those who are already marginalized, by implementing a revision of the current policy on Earnings Exemptions to:

6. Welfare recipients are entitled to earning exemptions on supplemental income when it raises their income to at least the Low-Income Cut Off.  This includes:  Family Maintenance cheques, paid wages, monetary gifts, and honorariums.

SECTION 3:  Conclusion

This lobby document seeks to bring about positive change to the current BC welfare system by reminding the Provincial government of its promises to BC residents and the devastating impact of such regulations on the lives of women and children.  Recent reforms to welfare has become part of a continual process to shift welfare from a universal right secured in legislation to a privatized service accessible only to the “deserving poor” as defined by the government.

Although, BC’s Provincial government asserts women’s equality has been won, these devastating regressive cuts to legislation and tightening of policies have exacerbated the violence and oppression of women living in BC.  The current regulations:

a) Force women into exploitative precarious types of work, 

b) Force women to be dependent on men by remaining or returning to abusive relationships, (work, spousal, or familial relationships), as a means to basic survival,

c) Criminalize women for being poor.

These regulations fail to reflect a comprehensive understanding of the multiple ways in which women are jeopardized by violence.  Such regulations legislate poverty and further intensify the sexual, physical, and mental exploitation of women.  As Moore and Bunjun (2005) explain:

Being poor in Canada is treated as a crime.  It implies accountability (explaining your actions, and your poverty); it implies apology (for being poor); it implies punishment (welfare is a punitive and distrusting system); it implies the loss of rights and privileges (such as privacy); it implies fines and incarceration (prostitution, panhandling, loitering, busquing); it brings condemnation of character and morality; it brings surveillance and rehabilitation (parent training; job hunt reports; house checks).  The poor are kept hidden and invisible, through gentrification, arrest sweeps, detox sweeps, hotel closures, psychiatric commitments, segregation, and imprisonment.

For too long, Provincial governments have been misrepresenting the term “Social Assistance”.  Government have choices, where they can reconstruct and reinstate ethical Employment & Assistance Regulations- Benefits Duration for Single Parents, Criteria & Eligibility for the Child Care Subsidy Program, and Earnings Exemptions- which would enable already marginalized women to adequately care for themselves and their families.  By doing so, governments would commence the process of building a healthier province for all British Columbians, by reclaiming the responsibility to assist those in need.  
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