Paying Hamilton’s workers a living wage will be good for
the economy and good for local businesses. So why aren’t
more companies — and municipalities — on board?

THE
“Nobody who
works 40 hours a
week should be
living in poverty.”
US Senator Bernie
Sanders
In late February 1986, after freelancing for
three years, I received my first full-time job
offer to be editor for a small Ontario nature
magazine. The salary was only $18,000
($36,000 in 2017 dollars), but I was still
thrilled with the opportunity. Then two days
later, I received a second offer for a corporate writer position I interviewed for with
the CUMIS Group in Burlington, the insurance arm of Canada’s credit union system.
The job offer included a salary of $23,700
($47,000 in 2017) — $5,000 more. Not only
was the salary bigger, but the job also came
with a picnic basket of benefits unheard of
today.
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Three weeks vacation to start, plus three
discretionary days; extended health benefits
including vision, drugs and dental; life insurance; up to 100% coverage for training and
continuing education; an employee home
mortgage plan and an employee vehicle leasing program. As you can imagine, I waved
goodbye to the editor position to join CUMIS.
And thinking that it couldn’t get any better,
the company soon introduced a work cycle
where employees, over a two-week period,
worked an extra half-hour a day for nine
days, and the 10th day was taken off — essentially giving all of us an additional 13 days
off a year. Living? Indeed we were, and living
very well. We had nothing to complain about.
Fast-forward 30 years and we find a very
different and a very less living-friendly economy that makes my CUMIS experience sound
like a fairy tale. Perhaps it was. CUMIS was a
company that truly cared about the welfare
of its employees — at work and in their dayto-day lives. We had work-life balance before
the phrase was coined. It was truly a magnificent place to work and to grow.
How times have changed for workers.

Today, a growing number of Hamiltonians
are finding it harder to make ends meet.
Middle and working class families have
taken an economic beating over the past
few decades. They’ve seen falling wages,
the decline of full-time jobs, fewer if any employer benefits, and the rise of precarious
work — part-time, temporary, contract, and
self-employment “by default.” And we still
have an arbitrary minimum wage that fails
to provide for the basic needs of individual
workers and their families. For far too many
Hamilton workers today, work itself has become a low-wage, poverty trap.
Hamilton’s Social Planning and Research
Council (SPRC) reports there are 30,000
Hamiltonians who work but don’t earn
enough to pull themselves or their families
out of poverty. Some 10,000 of these people
work full time. They are the “working poor.”
With a vision to be the “best place to raise
a child and age successfully,” Hamilton
should be at the forefront of Canadian cities
embracing living wage policies. But it is not.
“It’s criminal that people are working full
time and not able to earn a basic living,” says

By Jeffery C. Martin
Photography by Jon Evans

Deirdre Pike, Senior Social Planner, SPRC.
“Just as everyone is affected by poverty,
everyone benefits from the living wage and
lifting people out of poverty. The entire city
benefits from a living wage. When you have
a community in which everyone can participate, you have a healthier and stronger and
trusting community.”
What’s the difference between a living
wage and the minimum wage? The minimum
wage is legislated, mandatory, provincewide and applies to a broad cross-section
of the work force. But minimum wage has
never considered the basic “minimum” requirements an individual or family needs to
get by. The minimum wage actually contributes to the creation of the “working poor”
and does not lift workers out of poverty.
The living wage on the other hand has been
municipally spearheaded and is voluntary. It
affects a much smaller portion of the workforce. Its premise is that people who work
should be able to provide the basic necessities for their family, participate in community life and be free from the stress of chronic
poverty. The Canadian Living Wage Network

defines it as “what earners in a family need
to bring home, based on the actual costs of
living in a specific community.” The living
wage strives for a higher standard of living —
income security, self-respect and dignity. It’s
about economics. It’s also about ethics.
The Co-operators, one of the largest Canadian insurance companies, adopted the
living wage for all of its employees in 2015
– full time, part-time and temp workers – and
is now Canada’s largest living wage employer. “The living wage aligns with our values
and who we are as an organization,” says
Kristine Dionne, director, Total Rewards,
The Co-operators. “One of our values is to
contribute to the peace of mind and financial
security of Canadians in their communities.
So we believe building a more equitable and
inclusive society, in which everyone enjoys a
standard of living that allows them to thrive.
And the living wage does just that. We at
least should ensure our employees are paid
appropriately for the geographic area they
live in. It’s helping us live our values.”
The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA) calculates a living wage using

community-specific data for expenses incurred by a family of four. It considers nine
general categories: food, clothing and footwear, shelter, transportation, other family
expenditures, child care, medical costs not
covered by government health care plan,
adult education/training and contingencies.
It also incorporates government taxes, tax
credits, payroll deductions and subsidies.
In Hamilton, the hourly living wage for
a working couple raising two children was
calculated to be $15.85 for 2016 — $4.45 per
hour or approximately $167 per week more
than the current minimum wage. So what
does that mean for workers?
At the current rate of $11.40 per hour, a
minimum wage worker working full time
(37.5 hours per week) earns an annual income of $22,230 — less than $500 above the
Low Income Measure-After Tax (LIM-AT).
In Hamilton, a person earning a living wage
doing the same full-time job would have an
annual income of $30,908 or 42% above the
LIM-AT. Undoubtedly the additional $8,700
would make all the difference to a person’s
standard of living and quality of life. It’s not
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Deirdre Pike is a Senior Social
Planner with Hamilton’s
Social Planning and Research
Council (SPRC).
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luxury living but it does change a lot. Lifting
the 10,000 Hamiltonians working full time at
minimum wage to a living wage could mean
an additional $100 million going toward
spending in the local economy, as well as increased government revenue via taxes.
The Wynne government’s recent announcement to move the minimum wage to
$15 by 2019 seems like a move in the right
direction and it will certainly help people
in low-wage work. However, if the government truly believes in poverty reduction and
cares about the plight of the working poor
in Ontario, it should once and for all scrap
the baseless minimum wage completely
and move to municipally based living wages
across Ontario. Of the living wages calculated for 18 Ontario regions, only two are below
the proposed $15 — Brantford and WindsorEssex. Workers and families in the other 16
regions would continue to struggle.
“The living wage is one of the most potent
tools of a poverty reduction strategy,” explains Tom Cooper, executive director for
the Hamilton Poverty Roundtable. “It’s the
economic benefits to the community — the
spending and increased demand for goods
and services. We invest in our infrastructure,
in bridges, arenas, sidewalks, roads, etc. We
know they have a return on investment. But
investing in people has a far greater return.
When people are earning more, they are

spending more money in the local community. All the arguments against paying a living
wage have been blown apart in study after
study, and by the reality that people who earn
more do better, and they spend that money.”
The modern living wage movement began
in Baltimore in 1994, and has been adopted
by some 150 U.S. municipalities. In Canada,
we’ve taken a softer approach where advocates lobby local governments to adopt an
official living wage, and then try to persuade
the private sector, not-for-profit employers
and public institutions to follow suit.
Living wage opponents like the right leaning Fraser Institute and neoliberal economists, have argued that any type of “wage
floor” is bad policy, as it will result in job
losses or fewer hours for workers, increased

city budgets and taxes from higher labour
costs or businesses will flee to jurisdictions
without living wage ordinances. Their argument is that a living wage will hurt the very
workers it is intended to help.
But those dire predictions have not materialized in the U.S. where there is more than
20 years of experience with living wages. In
fact, there is now a significant body of research that shows positive effects across the
community. Municipalities that have passed
living wage ordinances have found that they
raise wages and boost local economies.
A U.S. study found that poverty was less
in American cities that had passed a living
wage ordinance compared to cities that did
not pass such ordinances. Research by the
Economic Policy Institute has also found

Living Wages in Ontario
Community
Brantford
Chatham-Kent
Guelph
Hamilton
London
Peterborough
Region of Niagara
Toronto
Sudbury
Perth and Huron
Durham Region
Waterloo Region
Halton
Windsor-Essex
SOURCE: Ontario Living Wage Network
www.ontariolivingwage.ca/living_wage_by_region

Living Wage
$14.85
$15.86
$16.50
$15.85
$15.53
$17.65
$17.47
$18.52
$16.18
$16.47
$17.00
$15.42
$17.95
$14.15
Tom Cooper is executive
director for the Hamilton
Poverty Roundtable.

HAM I LTON MAGAZI N E Su mmer 2017 45

Cake & Loaf Bakery
owners Nicole Miller and
Josie Rudderham.

that job losses and other negative economic
and fiscal consequences of a living wage
have not happened.
In Boston, employment has grown faster
in firms covered by the living wage more
than in those firms not covered by the ordinance. Santa Fe, New Mexico, which
passed a living wage ordinance in 2002,
has recognized the difference a living
wage has made with the lowest unemployment rate in the state by 2012. Santa
Fe’s law applied to most city employees
and city contractors — affecting 20% of
the city’s businesses, which employed
80% of the city’s employees. In 2004, the
living wage ordinance expanded to include private businesses with 25 or more
employees. Businesses responded by
absorbing the higher wage costs through
lower turnover, small price increases at
restaurants, which have a high concentration of low-wage workers, and higher
worker productivity. Most important, they
attribute as much as one-half of the reduction to severe poverty and one-third of the
reduction in poverty to the living wage law.
A study of LA’s living wage ordinance
found that absenteeism declined and the
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decrease in turnover alone offset 16% of
the total cost of paying the higher wages.
Businesses with a living wage policy have
reduced low-wage worker turnover, absenteeism, overtime hours, and job training, relative to the control group of establishments.

“We want to ensure that they’re
going home and they don’t have to
work a second job, that their expenses
are going to be covered and they can
invest in a family or invest in a home,
or whatever is important
to their lifestyle.”
Nicole Miller, co-owner of
Hamilton’s Cake and Loaf Bakery
In San Francisco, the cost of eating out went
up two or 3% when the wage rate rose 25%.
While more than 50 Canadian communities, including Hamilton, have had their local
living wage calculated by living wage advocates, fewer than 10 have passed ordinances. In 2011, the City of New Westminster,
B.C. became the first municipality to adopt

a living wage policy using the CCPA calculation. As of 2016, it requires all firms that are
contracted directly or subcontracted by the
city to pay a minimum of $19.62 an hour. The
policy applies to all full time, part-time and
auxiliary staff but excludes volunteers and
students on work experience credits for
educational purposes. Vendors contracted
with the city are required to sign a declaration acknowledging their compliance
with the policy, and audits are performed
on vendors where the city receives notice
of possible non-compliance. The impact
on the city’s 2011 $138.6 million operating
budget was only 0.0151%.
In 2016, Vancouver was the third Canadian city to adopt a living wage policy.
It applies to all direct employees as well
as contractors whose companies have
an annual service contract with the city
that is more than $250,000, and also provide
regular and ongoing services on city sites.
At $20.64 per hour, the policy cost the city
an additional $560,000 annually, representing a 0.0443% increase in the City’s $1.264
billion operating budget.
The evidence for the living wage is strong.
By raising wages and increasing the pur-

Hamilton’s living wage calculation uses community-specific data through a
framework developed by the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives-Ontario
to determine expenses incurred by a family of four.
FAMILY OF FOUR: Two adults, two children.
WORK: Both adults work full time; 37.5 hours/week each.
No Savings, No Retirement Plan, No Debt Repayments.
MONTHLY COSTS
Rent (Insurance and household operations)
Food & Personal Care		
Childcare (After subsidy, one full time, one before and after school)
Utilities (Heat and Hydro)
Transportation (One vehicle, one bus pass)
Parents’ Education		
Non-OHIP Medical (Prescriptions, dental)
Staying Connected (Phone, internet, video streaming service)
Recreation		
Social Inclusion
(1 week camping, gifts, children’s school fees, family night out)
TOTAL

AMOUNT
$1,305
$757
$806
$248
$664
$88
$272
$142
$42
$167
$4,491

SOURCE: Living Wage Hamilton, Ontario Living Wage Network

chasing power of low- and middle-income
households, we are in fact boosting our local
economy. To date, more than 30 Hamilton
employers have committed to a living wage.
A recent McMaster University study showed
a clear majority of those employers feel their
organizations are experiencing meaningful
economic and material benefits.
“When people on the team feel valued,
when they’re paid appropriately and their
working conditions are safe and the jobs
are challenging, you get a loyalty that is really worth it,” says Daniel Peace, owner
of Dominion Pattern Works, a Hamilton
fourth-generation family business. “I call it
discretionary effort as employees will go the
extra mile for you. There’s less absenteeism,
less theft, less turnover, higher morale. All
these things have an impact on the costs for
a business small and large. The living wage is
a great investment.”
Nicole Miller, co-owner of Hamilton’s
Cake and Loaf Bakery agrees that the living
wage improves the productivity of the individual employee and contributes to a better
atmosphere throughout the whole enterprise

“We wanted to build an environment where
our employees could come to work, get paid
accordingly and prosper, and go home and be
able to live their lives. And we want to ensure
that they’re going home and they don’t have
to work a second job, that their expenses are
going to be covered and they can invest in a
family or invest in a home, or whatever is important to their lifestyle.”
The City of Hamilton had considered becoming a living wage employer but after a
seven-year deliberation and several reports,
City Council turned its back on a progressive initiative proven over and over to help
reduce poverty. Only three councillors supported the initial motion — Matthew Green,
Aidan Johnson and Jason Farr. And while all
5,186 full-time City of Hamilton employees
earn above the living wage rate, there are
312 part-time city employees, and 181 Hamilton Public Library employees (temporary,
permanent and causal/seasonal) who do
not. Three-quarters of these employees are
adults. The total operating costs including
benefits for the additional 493 employees
would have had an impact of $1,031,896 or

0.0628% of the city’s $1.2 billion budget. As
other U.S. and Canadian cities have done,
Hamilton could also have required all vendors and sub-contractors who provide any
services to the city to pay their employees
a living wage — which would have had a
positive impact on the low-wage earners
and the working poor in Hamilton. Becoming a living wage employer itself would be
a powerful statement of commitment to its
own vision.
Hamilton remains challenged by a high
level of low-wage workers, and the rise of
precarious work, which now represents
more than 40% of all jobs. In addition, 50,000
people are dependent on social assistance
or disability support payments to survive —
12,658 of them are children. We know poverty directly affects almost one in five Hamiltonians, but it also has an indirect impact on
everyone across the entire city. And despite
what some local elected officials believe,
reducing poverty is everyone’s concern and
responsibility, and that includes the municipal level of government.
The living wage is a practical and proven
public policy that can help to reduce the
ranks of the working poor. It can serve an
important role in curbing the long-term
erosion of working- and middle-class living standards. The most reliable research
suggests that U.S. cities that have adopted
living wage ordinances or substantially
higher wages, have dramatically improved
the incomes, security and lives of low-wage
workers. There has been no negative impact
on employment levels, and businesses have
integrated the higher wages with minimal
price increases of their goods or services.
Putting more money into the hands of
working families is not only a smart poverty reduction strategy, but also sound economic development strategy. It means that
all workers and families can contribute to
and actively be part of their community, not
simply to subsist, but to live.
Yes the days of the picnic basket teeming with delicious employee benefits are,
in most cases, long gone. But that doesn’t
mean employers have no options to make
the lives of their employees better. It’s
about will. It’s about believing that every
worker should at least have a decent quality
of life, free from poverty and poverty traps.
The living wage is our best option today.
The living wage will be good for Hamilton’s
economy, good for Hamilton businesses,
and good for Hamilton workers and their
families.
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