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Third Age Learning.  May 1st 2018, 1 30 to 3:30pm at Grace United 
Church, Barrie 

 CITIES AND SOCIAL CHALLENGES: INCOME AND SOCIAL 
POLARIZATION 

Introduction: 

Are you aware that the majority of all  the neighbourhoods in the 
Greater Toronto region are now segregated into either high- or- low 
income, and most alarmingly, that the middle income neighbourhoods 
are vanishing? On November 1, 2017, the Toronto Star ran a lead story, 
reporting on a United Way analysis, announcing that “growing income 
inequality and polarization [were] now widespread across the GTA”.  
The story noted that the rich-poor gap has continued to rise in all of 
Canada’s major cities, namely Vancouver, Montreal, and Calgary, but 
that the Toronto city-region still holds the lead as “the inequality capital 
of Canada”1 

This story was not exactly “breaking news”. It hit home with me 
because we had started to map average neighbourhood income by 
census tract back in the late 1990’s when I was working at United Way. 
To appreciate the importance of changes in the city’s neighbourhoods, 
we need to remember how central they are to Toronto’s self-image as a 
safe and civil community. Think back to the election of 1972 when 
David Crombie – I know he spoke here last week - a very young, dark 
horse candidate for Mayor, won a resounding and surprise victory over 
two high profile candidates. He won on the promise to protect 
neighbourhoods - from expressways and from excessive development. 

                                                           
1 A label given in the agency’s 2015 Opportunity Equation Report. 
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In the late 1960’s and early ‘70’s, many of you will recall that Toronto 
was starting to come of age, to transition from its dull, colonial self to 
the vibrant, cosmopolitan city of today. Three expressways had been 
built (Highway 401, the Don Valley Parkway on the east side and the 
Gardiner Expressway across the waterfront) and five more were 
planned. Urban renewal and “block-busting” were underway. 
Crombie’s election confirmed that the citizenry understood that its 
neighbourhoods were the reason that Toronto was “a city that works”, 
pivotal to its civic ego. 

So when U of T Professor David Hulchanski, published his very sobering 
study of Toronto’s changing neighbourhoods in 2010, entitled Three 
Cities in Toronto, it struck a nerve. Hulchanski’s book - which examined 
the 140 neighbourhoods comprising Toronto – found that the 
neighbourhoods were consolidating and segregating by income into 
three separate “cities”– the growing rich; the growing poor; and the 
shrinking middle class.  

Moreover, these three “cities” overlap, not surprisingly, ethnic 
categories:  the high income city #1 (20%) is mainly white (84%), while 
the low income city #3 (40%) is 43% Black, Chinese or South Asian.2 The 
City of Toronto was and is no longer a city in which a majority of 
neighbourhoods accommodate residents with average incomes. 

 Nor is it the case that the middle income folks had simply moved to the 
suburbs as the trends were the same there too. In addition to growing 
income inequality – the growing gap between rich and poor – Toronto 
was polarizing and segregating geographically, with the number of 

                                                           
2 According to the United Way report, “Poverty by Postal Code”” (UWGT, 2004) visible minority families made up 
77.5% of the poor families residing in high poverty neighbourhoods, double the level in 1981. 
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middle class neighbourhoods shrinking.3 Hulchanski has recently 
updated his numbers to take into account the latest census data: 
Canada’s major cities are turning into islands of wealth and poverty as 
the middle class disappears. In 1980, 60% of census tracts in Toronto 
were middle-income areas; by 2015 only 18% were middle income! At 
the same time, rich and poor neighbourhoods are exploding, and, yes, 
more than half of Toronto’s neighbourhoods are low income. A similar 
pattern is evident in Vancouver, Montreal and Calgary. 

It is also occurring in U.S. cities. In his latest book4, Richard Florida, 
Director of Cities at the U of T Rotman School, sounds an alarm about 
the paradox now threatening North American cities: the clustering of 
talent and technology that generated the tremendous urban revival of 
our cities after 1970 (cities like New York, Boston, Seattle, Washington, 
DC)5 generated a lopsided urbanism; a relative handful of cities and 
neighbourhoods benefitted, but the blue collar and service workers, 
along with those who worked in the arts didn’t share  the benefits; they 
ended up worse off and couldn’t afford to stay in their gentrified 
neighbourhoods. We can identify with his diagnosis here in Canada. 

Are continued income polarization and social segregation in our major 
cities inevitable? What can be done to reverse these trends?  

 While today’s event is in Barrie, the wage gap is in fact a major city 
problem. Excessive inequality is “almost exclusive” to Canada’s major 
                                                           
3 Hulchanski found the same pattern evident in Vancouver. A landslide of wealth is flowing east across Vancouver, 
pushing low income groups to the fringes of the city and the suburbs. Burnaby, Richmond, and Surrey used to 
represent middle class communities, now show highest concentrations of low income (Globe and Mail, Dec 11, 
2017). 
4 The New Urban Crisis: How Our Cities are Increasing Inequality, Deepening Segregation, and Failing the Middle 
Class – And what We Can Do About it (2017). Income segregation, typically overlapping ethnic and racial 
segregation, is also a problem in Europe – a conference is being held this Sept in the Netherlands on this topic. 
5 A March 22, 2018 article in the Wall Street Journal highlights that after decades of growth ,the  San Francisco Bay 
area, the nation’s tech capital, is losing more residents than it is attracting due to housing costs;  
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cities - Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver, and Calgary, where 40% of 
Canadians live, have the widest gap in wages. But all Ontarians, all 
Canadians should care what happens to Toronto since it is our 
province’s and country’s most important economic engine6. And I’m 
sure that you all have family members affected by this trend. 

Now, some income and wealth inequality are inevitable; inequality is as 
old as human society. Like cholesterol, inequality can be good and bad 
– good, to the extent that it motivates ambition, but bad where it 
ensures monopoly for the very rich, benefits only the few, undercuts 
the economy, and threatens the foundations of the social order. Let’s 
talk is about excessive inequality, the damage it can cause, and what 
can be done to address it.  

Why this topic has moved to the fore-front of public debate in recent 
years? I think there are three inter-related reasons.  

The first, as I have just noted, is that the effects of growing inequality 
are now visible in our cities. Of course, inequality had emerged as a 
front burner public issue in the 1990’s when homelessness reached 
unprecedented levels in Toronto, as well as in other Canadian cities. 
More people were living on the streets and using shelters and pressure 
on drop-in centres, food banks, and other emergency services was 
steadily increasing. What is new now is that this income inequality is 
not just about the poor ragged edges of the social fabric, it is about 
disruption of the social fabric of our common urban geography. 

                                                           
6 Toronto’s economy generates 20% of Canada’s GDP and accounts for almost half of the Ontario economy. The 
CBoC Hub City Report demonstrates that the success of major hub cities has a tail wind effect on near by cities. If 
Toronto succees it is good for Barrie. 
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A second force was Occupy Wall Street - a protest movement that 
began on September 17, 2011 in Zuccotti Park in New York City’s Wall 
Street financial district. The financial collapse and economic crisis of 
2008 woke people up to the escalating income and wealth disparities. 
Instead of a recovery that typically followed recessions, the post 2008 
environment was one of ongoing slowdown of productivity growth and 
economic performance. The Occupy Wall Street slogan was “we are the 
99%”, referring of course to the rich-poor gap between the richest 1% 
and the rest. What started as a protest of some 700 marchers grew 
quickly through several marches that year to between 50,000 and 
100,000 on May Day, 2012 on Wall Street. Media interest spiked; the 
movement went global.  

In 2013, President Barak Obama declared famously that growing 
income inequality with lack of upward mobility “is the defining 
challenge of our time”. It put in jeopardy America’s basic narrative - 
that if you work hard, you have the opportunity to get ahead.  

Several things were different about the growth in the rich-poor gap 
starting in the late 1970’s:  the new inequality was occurring in a 
market economy that was stagnant when it came to wages and 
incomes; people felt more insecure, could not see the path to get 
ahead; 

 The twin forces of technology (automation) and globalization 
(outsourcing and trade competition) were starting to change the job 
market. America’s middle class really rose on the back of its 
manufacturing, which dominated the globe for half a century and 
accounted for more than half of the US economy and 25% of all jobs. By 
the late 1990’s, manufacturing was hollowing out at an alarming rate. 
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The auto industry is perhaps the most obvious example of this 
industrial decline, but not the only one; from steel to the garment 
sector, the stories were similar: the loss of good jobs with benefits and 
pensions. 

Moreover, the scale of inequality reached unheard of levels; if the 
average CEO made 20 to 30 times more than the average worker in the 
past, by the 21st century,  he (and it was mostly men) made close to 300 
times more.   

The third explanation for today’s elevated concern about inequality is 
the spate of research and analysis by respected economists and 
prestigious think-tanks (like the OECD and the IMF) confirming that 
having most of the benefits of economic growth flow to the very few is 
actually bad for the economy.  

Until recently, growing inequality was viewed as a problem because it 
was “unfair” or created negative social impacts like violence and crime. 
But with these new studies, the focus shifted: It is not only morally 
wrong and unfair; it not only destroys the essential middle class bargain 
that promises equality of opportunity. But it actually damages the 
economy! Renowned economist, Joseph Stiglitz, dismissed the familiar 
excuse that excessive inequality is the result of unstoppable 
globalization and automation; rather, he argued, convincingly in my 
view, it is politics that shape the market: meaning that excessive 
inequality grants excessive power to the most affluent who use that 
power to insulate themselves from competitive forces by winning, for 
example, favourable tax treatment]7. Just look what is happening south 
                                                           
7 Joseph E. Stiglitz, former Chief Economist of the World Bank and Nobel Prize winner, inspired the 1% slogan with 
his essay Of the 1%, By the 1%, For the 1%, published in Vanity Fair in 2011. His book The Price of Inequality: How 
Today’s Divided Society Endangers our Future (2012) attacks the growing wealth disparity and the effects it has on 
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of the border. 90% of all campaign contributions in the 2016 US 
election came from 25,000 donors! You often hear defenders of 
inequality cite their faith in a free market. Yes, a free market is good for 
society if it is competitive, but with corporate monopolies in place and 
without regulation of campaign contributions (which we have in 
Canada), the rich and powerful use their leverage for their own benefit. 
These rich kingmakers are hostile to progressive taxation, welfare 
programs, and government regulation.  

Perhaps most influential was Thomas Piketty, a French economist, 
whose book, entitled Capital in the Twenty-First Century (2013), 
became a huge best seller; Pikkety argued that the growing unequal 
distribution of wealth causes social and economic instability. And he 
proposed a system of progressive wealth taxes to reduce inequality and 
avoid the vast majority of wealth being controlled by the few. By May, 
2014, his dense hardcover tome reached #1 on the NY Times Best Seller 
list and became a surprise global best seller! Indeed, the book is about 
to be made into a feature documentary film (announced at Cannes in 
2016). In a recent article (New Yorker, Dec 15, 2017), Pikkety forecast 
that the new Republican tax bill will supercharge inequality. 

The decades-old argument8 has been that income inequality is good for 
the economy because it creates a class of very rich people who provide 
the money for investment in the physical capital needed for growth. 
This is less credible in the 21st c with our focus on human capital. Of 
course, there are those (like President Trump and friends) who still 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
the economy at large. Stiglitz wrote that a free market is good for society if it is competitive, but if not regulated 
(eg campaign contributions), the powerful corporations will use their leverage for their own profit. He really 
forecast what is happening now in the US under Trump. Now the top 1% controls 40% of the nation’s wealth; the 
bottom 90% controls 27%. Three decades ago, these numbers were reversed. 
8 Arthur Okun, Equality and Efficiency, The Big Trade-Off (1975) made this argument 
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maintain that economic growth is spurred by wealthy investors.9 But 
today’s economists mostly agree that a skilled and knowledgeable 
labour force matters most. And broadly accessible high quality 
education is harder to achieve in a highly unequal society. 

What is Income Inequality? Income Inequality vs Poverty 

“In a state which is desirous of being saved the greatest of all plagues… 
there should exist among the citizens neither extreme poverty nor, 
again, excessive wealth, for both are productive of great evil …now the 
legislator should determine what is to be the limit of poverty or of 
wealth.” 

This quote is not from Senator Bernie Sanders, but from Plato. 
According to Plato, no man should be more than four times wealthier 
than the poorest member of society (Imagine what he would have to 
say about Canada’s current average CEO-to-worker pay ratio of 193:1 
(January, 2017)).  

We have moved quite a distance from the Platonic ideal. 

Inequality refers to the difference in how income is distributed among 
individuals or households within a region or country. Defining the 
“poverty line” is a matter of ongoing policy debate. In general, poverty 
is defined either in absolute terms – inability to meet the necessities of 
life (like food, shelter, clothing, health care, essential furnishings, 

                                                           
9 In Sanibel Florida this past December, where my husband and I spend much of the winter, I participate in a 
weekly current events discussion and was astonished to hear retired corporate executives defend the Republican 
tax bill using arguments like what’s good for Wall Street is good for America, or that the benefits to the rich would 
trickle down to the middle class (not true) or even that the rich deserved the gains since they pay most of the taxes 
(not true). 
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transportation)10 – or in relative terms – being worse off than the 
average. 

Those who favour an absolute measure argue that the relative 
approach means that poverty can never be eradicated. But those, like 
me, who care about social inclusion and social cohesion, believe we 
should care about whether people have enough income, not just to 
survive, but to participate in society. Social inclusion refers to people’s 
capacity to participate in all aspects of life – from work to education to 
community activities, like kids playing hockey. Social cohesion is about a 
shared sense of belonging to the community. 

In Canada, Ottawa has no official poverty measurement, though the 
most common measure is the Low Income Cut-off (LICO) where a family 
spends below a specified amount on food, clothing, and shelter. 

I believe cities are most successful when citizens of all backgrounds, 
abilities and orientations are included in its economic, political, social, 
and cultural institutions. Many urbanists agree that there are strong 
links between economic success and the social cohesion of cities. It 
makes sense that this is true. It is well understood now that human 
talent and creativity are the most important drivers of economic 
prosperity. In Canada, as in many industrialized countries, our 
population is aging and our birth rates are falling. We cannot afford to 
waste any of our human capital. A well-educated and highly engaged 
workforce can only benefit all Canadians. 

                                                           
10 The UN includes education and information in its definition of absolute poverty. Using a basic needs approach ie 
an absolute measure results in far lower poverty rates. For example, The Fraser Institute reported in a 2006 study 
that only 4.9% 0f Canadians lived in poverty in 2004. 
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This view has not gone unchallenged. We can point to urban economies 
that do prosper alongside large pockets of urban poverty and high 
crime rates. And we can name rich countries that rely on gated 
communities as the answer to prevalent crime. The US, Argentina and 
South Africa come to mind. 

But if our goal is sustainable prosperity and a high quality of life, then I 
believe that the evidence is compelling: a broader distribution of 
income is better. I hope you are persuaded because the rest of my talk 
is based on this assumption [smile]. 

 

 

Current situation in Canada  

Is income inequality a defining issue for Canada as it is for the U.S.? My 
answer is yes. 

According to the most recent data that I have seen, income inequality 
soared  in Canada in the 1990's,  growing both during the recession in 
the early 1990’s but also during the  economic expansion that followed 
in the late 1990’s;11 it  has remained fairly stable since the early 2000’s. 
Compared to the 17 developed countries that we monitored when I 
was at the Conference Board of Canada, our country stood in the 
middle of the pack on the income inequality scale, not as bad as the 
U.S. or the U.K.  

                                                           
11 Could cultural changes be a contributing factor? The gap widens as divorce becomes more common; single 
parent households, mostly women-led, account for a significant proportion of the low income population. 
Coincidence or cause? 
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As Canada’s wealth grows, it is the top 10%, and particularly the top 1% 
who are gaining. Let me share one statistic that says it all: Between 
1982 and 2010, the market income (before grants and taxes) of 
Canadian tax-filers rose on average by 13.5%. However, the income of 
the bottom 90% grew by a meagre 2%; the top 10% by 75% and the top 
1% by 160%!12 

It is not coincidental that Canada’s political parties are targeting the 
middle class in their election campaigns. 

Why does the amount of inequality matter? This has been studied in 
depth and we can say with certainty that the social implications of 
inequality go well beyond ill-health and violence. The most influential 
and talked about study was the book called The Spirit Level: Why 
Equality is Better for Everyone (2010) by two British epidemiologists, 
experts on the determinants of health. They demonstrate that more 
equal societies tend to be healthier and more cohesive than unequal 
ones! As developed countries, like Canada and the United States, reach 
a threshold of material success, the benefits of further economic 
growth are less important. Diminishing returns set in; more wealth buys 
less good health and well-being. But more inequality results in a wide 
range of societal problems: low level of trust; mental illness (including 
drug and alcohol addiction); anxiety; obesity; lower educational 
achievement; more teenage births; homicides. 

To my mind, the most serious consequence of excessive inequality is 
how it corrodes trust and divides people. Trust matters. By trust, I 
mean the threshold in our minds that determines whether we are 

                                                           
12 IRPP, Canadian Inequality: The Canadian Story (2016), p.7 
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willing to engage in cooperative behaviour. Successful societies depend 
on citizens trusting each other and their leaders. Think of all the trusted 
intermediaries in your lives – from your professional advisors, your 
banks, everyone you do business with. Life breaks down without trust. 

The data are very clear: levels of trust among people are lower where 
the income differences are larger.13 The poster child for this 
phenomenon is the USA. As America became more unequal in the last 
third of the 20th century, Americans became more distrustful of each 
other and of their institutions. Changes in inequality and trust parallel 
each other; mistrust and inequality reinforce each other. 

Possible Solutions 

I must warn you that many smart people have tried to come up ways to 
reverse growing income inequality. And many of them have concluded 
that there are no answers that are politically viable. 14 But I don’t agree. 
It is complicated, but there is lots we can do. 

1. Education: The most commonly proposed solution to income 
inequality is more and better education. It is an appealing answer: that 
in a world where human capital is the key to innovation, and therefore 
to productivity and economic growth, it seems to make sense that 
educating our people better will be better for the economy, as well as 
for democracy and for income distribution. And the education answer 
lines up with everything I was taught and believed growing up – 
education opens the door to opportunities and success.  

                                                           
13 Ibid. p 52. 
14 Konrad Yakabuski, What Trudeau isn’t saying about inequality, The Globe and Mail, Nov 27, 2017 
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The problem is that this argument is not supported by the data. A 
rigorous analysis of the potential of education to solve rising inequality 
was published in 2016.15  The bottom line is that more education does 
not align with reduced inequality. Why not? For one thing, better 
educated does not mean better skilled; for another, some employers 
respond to the need for higher skills by adopting new technologies 
instead of hiring better trained, more costly employees. 

To my mind, the most powerful reason to discount traditional 
education as the solution to rising income inequality is the tsunami of 
changes coming at us from the revolution in technology. The 
technology revolution, which began in the 60’s (and which all of us here 
today are old enough to have experienced), is evolving faster than 
previous cycles of technology-based change; the industrial revolution, 
for instance, occurred over decades, allowing time for full penetration 
and adoption.  

I am now on the Advisory Board of a young consulting company called 
Challenge Factory that focuses on the technology and talent 
revolutions. The young, super-bright CEO told me that instead of hiring 
a secretary which she needed, she hired a robot – her name is Amy – 
who does all of her scheduling. Amy is an app. Most amazing is that the 
company’s clients don’t mind dealing with Amy. (She used the money 
to hire a marketing expert instead). Robotics will replace many 
traditional jobs faster than we can imagine.16 Cashiers are disappearing 
from supermarkets – millions of jobs along with them; tellers from 
banks; lawyers and accountants are being replaced by computer run 
                                                           
15 Kelly Foley and David A Green, Why More Education Will Not Solve Rising Inequality (And May Make It Worse) 
16 McKinsey consulting estimates that half of all jobs in the US are at risk of automation in the next 20 years; will 
the number of new jobs resulting from “creative destruction” compensate? 
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programs. Truck drivers will be obsolete in 10 years! And most new jobs 
being created are part-time or contract, without benefits ie “precarious 
employment”. While post-secondary education has many benefits and I 
totally believe it is important, we cannot claim it is the answer to 
income leveling. 

2.Skills training: Vocational training is now being looked at with some 
hope. Germany has a vocational training system that has been 
proposed as a possible model for Canada.17  It has what they call a dual 
vocational training system which combines formal schooling with 
apprenticeships. The system in Germany works because of widespread 
business buy-in. This is not brand new idea and some of you will 
remember advocates like educator and social democrat, Walter Pitman, 
calling for similar programs decades ago. I suspect that the key is 
implementation – it is a partnership model, enshrined in legislation 
(federal and state), has strong business participation. And we do have 
similar programs in Canada, notably at the University of Waterloo, but 
not on the German scale.  

3.Labour market: In this category, there are two paths typically 
suggested for reform to reduce wage inequality: more supportive 
labour relations legislation to give a stronger role for labour unions and 
raising the minimum wage. 

The decline in union participation has contributed to growing wage 
inequality.18 Part of this decline is structural, linked to the decline of 
well-paying manufacturing jobs in response to globalization. Most of 
                                                           
17 Kevin Lynch “Canada Needs to Improve Access to Trades Training”, Globe and Mail, March 25, 2017. 
18 In Canada, the proportion of Canadian men who were unionized fell from 47% in 1984 to 33% in 2001; in the US 
union density declined from 24% to 15% over the same period. Scott Legree, Tammy Schirle and Mikal Skiterud, 
“Can Labour Relations Reform Reduce Wage Inequality?” IRPP, Op. Cit. 
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the new jobs in the lower paying service sector are “precarious.” 
Beth/Amazon] 

Most significantly, for those who believe that more unionization is the 
answer, that world is changing. Career paths are not what they used to 
be.  Few employees today assume that they will stay within the same 
organization and follow a prescribed path. The free-lance economy is 
here; by 2030, 43% of the U S workforce will be freelancers; I suspect 
the number will be similar for our country. The uber-effect will be felt 
across the economy, where organizations provide the platforms for 
others to provide the product or service directly. This is not a union-
friendly scenario. 

Minimum wages can and do have a significant impact on income 
inequality … to a point, where it becomes counterproductive because it 
leads to some low-wage workers losing their jobs or it leads to price 
increases that weaken the effect. A recent study by the OECD 19 
concluded that no developed country has yet set the minimum wage 
too high for this to occur. In Ontario, the general hourly minimum wage 
is now $11.60 to rise to $14 on January 1, 2018, aiming for $15 a year 
later.20 Businesses have warned of higher expenses, losses, job cuts, 
and closures.21 My own view is that this will be hard to assess; we have 
a growing provincial economy now which is positive, but that will 
change with the end of NAFTA.  

                                                           
19 Benjamin Litwin, “Determining the Effect of the Minimum Wage on Income Inequality” (2015). In the US 
Congress has set the minimum wage at $7.25, compared to the $11.77 level that would have the best effect. 
20 Doug Ford has pledged to keep it at $14 if elected. 
21 TD Bank predicts a job loss hit of up to 90,000 by the end of the decade, ie about 1% of Ontario’s labour force, 
saying that slower implementation could mitigate these losses. The increase to $14 = 21%. Some evidence that it 
has led to cuts in jobs and hours (eg Tim Horton’s). 
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4.Canada‘s tax system: Taxes and benefits do offer a path to greater 
equality because they can redistribute income in a direct way. And 
Canada has been quite progressive in using these tools in recent 
decades.  

We all probably remember the Family Allowance which was introduced 
in 1945 as a universal benefit. By 1976, we made it a taxable benefit 
and by 1989 we required higher-income families to repay it. (The 
debate over universal vs targeted benefits is interesting: changing from 
universal to targeted may have made it more cost-effective, but it 
weakened support for the program.) Between 1978 and 2014, this 
policy was modified at least six times.22 

The most recent change, by the Trudeau Government, is the Universal 
Child Care Benefit, replacing the earlier Child Tax Credit. 

There are a host of programs and benefits – from pensions to old age 
income supplements to unemployment insurance to social assistance. 
And there are income tax provisions as well, most notably provincial 
and federal surtaxes on higher income tax filers.  

All of this to say, that Canada’s system of taxes and benefits looks quite 
progressive, especially in contrast to that of our southern neighbour, 
with whom we typically compare ourselves. 

Should we be doing more? Some say yes, and I agree: since fewer 
workers can rely on workplace entitlements, they say we need pharma 

                                                           
22 From 1978 -92, we had a Child Tax Credit – refundable through the tax system and means-tested; then from 1993 -97, the Child Tax Benefit 
merged the Credit and Family Allowance into a new monthly payment based on level of income and number of children. We also introduced a 
Working Income Supplement for working families with children. At least three more modifications were made from 1998 to 2014. 
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care and dental programs, new pension and retirement provisions, 
even a new social contract to replace the one we created in the post-
war era, one that recognizes the new world of declining full-time jobs, 
the pressures on the middle class, and the growing wealth-poor gap.  

Others say that the costs of this new social contract would be too high. 
Higher taxes on the rich and/or on corporations have long been 
advocated by those on the left, but they don’t move the inequality dial 
much, because at a certain point the rich can move themselves or their 
money. There are limits to what you can achieve by redistribution and 
regulation before the economy suffers.  

The idea of a Guaranteed Annual Income is back in favour. In March, 
2017, the Ontario Government announced a proposed pilot project to 
give people struggling on poverty-level welfare payments and low-wage 
jobs a basic income, with no strings attached. It is a three year pilot to 
be launched in the spring of 2018. It received good public support 
during the consultations, including from well-known Conservative Hugh 
Segal, who has long called for a basic or guaranteed income. The 
concept is gaining world-wide attention because of concerns about 
growing inequality and the loss of jobs due to automation. The debate 
among supporters seems to be about how much23, how soon, and 
whether it should be targeted or universal. Those who are less idealistic 
about human nature are skeptical about the proposal because they fear 
it will be taken advantage of. 

                                                           
23 The proposal suggests just over $1400 per month for a single individual (= just over 75% of the province’s low 
income measure, which is equal to half the median household income); $500 additional monthly for people with 
disabilities.  
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5.Social programs: Another approach to reducing the income gap is to 
subsidize programs – for school breakfast programs, sports activities 
and transit fares to housing costs. Because rising housing costs, 
especially in our cities, are a major contributor to inequality, affordable 
housing strikes me as the most important policy avenue to pursue. 

Now, affordable housing needs its own speech. It has been almost 20 
years since I submitted a report to the then Mayor of Toronto, Mel 
Lastman, and the Federal Government on how to end homelessness in 
Toronto and other Canadian cities. In my report, I included what I 
thought was a compelling case for public investment in affordable 
housing. Both Ottawa and Queen’s Park had backed out of providing 
social housing in the 1990’s. I said they needed to return to fund new 
units; the municipalities could not afford to do it alone24. The private 
sector could not meet low-income housing needs without subsidy. We 
needed a tri-level partnership. There was no silver bullet – a 
combination of mechanisms was required to reduce the capital costs 
(land, waiving fees and charges, interim financing, tax rebates) along 
with rent supplements to help bridge the gap between market rents 
and what low income tenants can afford. That report was, for the most 
part, praised, but ignored. Waiting lists today are longer than ever 
(181,000 in Dec, 2017). We are not even preserving existing social 
housing!25  Can you believe that in Toronto, 1000 units of public 
housing will be closed this year for lack of repair? Numerous reports 
exist documenting the economic and social costs of homelessness as 
well as the benefits of investing in repairs and new housing. But no 

                                                           
24 Municipalities can help by adopting policies for inclusionary zoning authorized by the Province in late 2016. 
25 Multi-billion dollars are needed for repair of existing units; units will be closed due to the backlog of repairs 
needed; 1000 in 2018, 7500 over the next 8 years – shameful! 
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action! Why not? Political brinkmanship – each government waiting for 
the other to commit. 

The housing affordability problem has several causes. Following the 
financial crash of 2008, investors parked their money in real estate in 
prime cities, which helped drive up property values in major cities, 
world wide. It is not due to efforts to control sprawl by responsible 
growth management regulation, as some would have you believe. 

There are glimmers of hope now that the current federal government 
has re-entered the affordable housing sector. In November 2017, it 
released a national housing strategy promising tens of billions over the 
next decade (though the money won’t flow til after the next election in 
2019 and the plan rests heavily on matching funds from the provinces 
and territories). It promises a new, portable housing benefit for low-
income households but it is not scheduled to kick in until April 2021. 
Both the City of Toronto and the Province are committed to using 
surplus public land for housing (will that change if Ford is elected?). And 
the development industry is eager to bid on these lands and embrace 
the requirement that 30% of the units be affordable.  

6. Enlightened urban planning: There is one more solution path that 
you don’t normally see included in discussions of how to address 
income inequality. By transforming how we build our cities, we can 
counter the effects of the huge wage gap in vital ways.  

Consider how we allowed our cities to grow post war – and Barrie is a 
prime example of the pattern we see all across North America – we 
created auto-dependent, sprawling cities, that cannot support public 
transit and that segregate land uses for living, working, shopping, all 
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requiring car access. Our subdivisions turned inward and faced the 
world with garage doors. This pattern is most harmful for those with 
lower incomes: lack of public transit limits choice of jobs; automobile 
costs hurt quality of life26; the pattern of long commutes and minimal 
connectivity increases social isolation. 

In Toronto, people (young especially) are voting with their feet, 
choosing to live in neighbourhoods where you can take transit to work 
and walk to buy groceries. “Complete communities” which are 
compact, with increased densities and mixed use, more public transit to 
replace auto dependence, is the new paradigm for city building.  

Indeed, even though the inequality crisis is most urgent in our major 
cities, urban growth worldwide is happening on the periphery, in the 
suburbs and cities like Barrie. This century is known as the “urban 
century” and the new vision for cities must include Barrie. Hopefully 
Barrie residents will embrace this new vision. 

Conclusion: To sum up 

 The gap between the very rich and the rest of us is turning our 
major cities into islands of wealth and poverty, as middle class 
neighbourhoods vanish; we are losing a common sense of 
belonging 

 Mainstream economists agree that this growing inequality is 
killing economic growth; trickle-down economic justifications 
which contributed to the concentrated income and wealth at the 
top have been discredited 

                                                           
26 The CAA says it costs about $12K annually to own a car. 
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 Inequality affects all aspects of society; more unequal societies 
have more social ills; a more equal society is better for everyone 

 There is no single solution; more and better education is not the 
panacea it was thought to be. A combination of strategies could 
narrow the gap: changes in taxes and benefits; an overhaul of 
vocational and skilled training; labour market changes like higher 
minimum wage; affordable housing programs; and transforming 
how we plan our cities and city-regions.  

The prospects for action depend on political will. Obviously, I think we 
must act, because if we don’t get our cities right, we won’t get our 
country right.  

 

 

 

 


